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Author Notes and Dedication: 

On January 17, 2010, a massive 7.0 

earthquake struck the island nation of Haiti. The 
death toll was over 316,000, over 300,000 

injured, and over a million people left homeless. 
Two Canadian RCMP officers, Supt. Douglas 

Coates and Sgt. Mark Gallagher, were killed in the 
earthquake. Sgt. Mark Gallagher was from 

Bathurst, New Brunswick. Once again tragedy 
struck the tiny and tight knit community. 

Watching my best friend go through the loss 

of her Uncle Mark was heartbreaking. It led me to 
learning more about what our RCMP members do 
overseas. That research, along with countless other 
stories from those in the military, police, and 
civilian forces, eventually led to Boots on the 


Ground. 


Boots on the Ground is a common term that 
means you are actively deployed in a theater of 
war. The moment | heard the phrase I knew some 
day | wanted to write a book with that title. 

My father is a member of the Canadian 

Military and has been for over thirty years. He was 
one of the very first military members to respond 
to the Middle East after the 9/11 attacks. | know, 
as every family member of a military member 
knows, how hard it is to say goodbye and how 
hard it is to have a loved one gone. The Middle 
East deployment was far from his first or his last, 
but it’s the one | remember to be the hardest, 
mostly because my family didn’t know when, or if, 
he would ever come home. 

I’ve been one of the lucky ones. My father 

has come home, every time, without fail and 
mostly intact. Two men in uniform have never 
visited my family. However, there are so many out 


there that are not so lucky. This is for the families 


of our military members who made the ultimate 
sacrifice. This is also for the families who have 
loved ones currently deployed. You are not alone. 
For the men and women who have returned 

from various theaters of war, | cannot say anything 
more than a heartfelt thank you. To those who 
returned with scars, both visible and not, your 
Sacrifice is not in vain. | promise you. 

For JR, who spent countless hours talking to 

me about life as a Canadian in Afghanistan, your 
stories helped easy your pain and make this novel 
real. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. You 
are loved, and missed, greatly. 

For MLG who gave me the picture of civilian 

life in parts of Afghanistan, and tried his hardest 
(and failed) to teach me Dari, thank you for the 
laughter. 

For the unwavering support from my editors 

Kat, Skyla, Judy, and Gilly, thank you again. My 


dream of being a writer would not be happening 


without all of you. 

Any mistakes in this work are my own. Please 

do not blame the kind people who have helped me 
along the amazing journey. Each of them is special 
in their own way. 

The final thank you goes to my father, whose 
strength and courage is an unending source of 
Support. | would not be here without you. Your 
Princess loves you, Daddy <3. 

And finally, for all of our deployed military 
members, wherever you are, and whoever you’re 
fighting for, thank you. Come home safely to your 
love ones, they are waiting for you. 

XX, 

Angela 

Chapter One 

In the Beginning 

The concussive force of the blast blew Ash 
backwards out of his seat. He could feel the 


armored vehicle turning end over end. It took him a 


moment to grasp the car had stopped. He felt dizzy 
and disorientated, blinking a couple of times. 
Where in the heck was he? 

The dust of the desert started to settle, and he 
remembered. Civilian police, Afghanistan, patrol 
convoy, IED. 

He started to move only to bite back a hiss of 
pain. 

His 

shoulder 

flared 

with 

agony. 

Motherfucker. He couldn’t tell what happened to 
his arm, but it hurt like a son of a bitch. 

His escort and their translator were the other 
people in the armored vehicle, and they were still 
and silent. Ash cradled his arm as he started to 
move, his training helping him to squelch the pain. 


They were in one of the most volatile and 


insurgent-ridden districts of Afghanistan. The IED 
blast had to have been huge to send their armored 
vehicle flying, especially one five cars from the 
lead. 

Ash glanced though the broken windshield. 

The force had blown them back and clear of the 
debris field. There were four vehicles up ahead, 

all burning or smoking. Ash checked again for 
signs of life in the other passengers around him. He 
found none. 

There was, however, unwelcome activity up 
ahead. A group of armed men moved towards the 
blast sight, maybe about a kilometer away and 
closing in fast—insurgents. Ash’s instincts met his 
training, and he kicked into overdrive: scavenge 
what he could from the wreckage, check for 
survivors, and find cover. 

The door on the passenger side had the least 
amount of damaged, and after a couple of kicks it 


creaked open enough to allow Ash to exit. He 


picked up the medical kit, the water, and anything 
else tossed loose during the blast, as well as two 
weapons. Swinging the supplies over his good 
shoulder and clutching one of the two rifles, he 
started to move towards the blast site. 

The first vehicle ahead was a light armored 
vehicle like the one he had been riding in. He 
knew the three other CivPol members were inside 
the LAV along with an escort and driver. One door 
and one side of the vehicle were blown clean off, 
and the driver and the passenger in the front seat 
were most definitely dead. 

The two passengers in the back were also 

dead. Ash moved to check the person in the rear 
seat, relieved to hear coughs and groans. With the 
dust and the dirt and the blood pouring from the 
man’s head wound, Ash strained to recognize him. 
After a moment he could clearly make out the 
outline of Jason through the gore. He glanced up. 


The insurgents were advancing. The smoke and 


dust obscured the two men for the moment, but that 
wouldn't last long. He had to get them both 
undercover pronto. 

“Jason, Jason,” Ash hissed. He grabbed the 
slumped man’s vest, shaking him. “Jason, wake the 
fuck up.” 

Jason's eye’s fluttered open. 

“Come on. We have to move! Now!” 

Jason just nodded his head but didn’t move. 

Having only one working arm meant Ash couldn’t 
hoist him up. He dropped the scavenged gear out 
onto the ground, and with his good arm he dragged 
Jason out of the vehicle. He pulled them both to the 
side, behind the tire, camouflaging and giving them 
a bit of cover. 

Ash opened the medical kit and staunched the 
bleeding on Jason’s head wound. He didn’t appear 
to have any other injuries. Although still dazed he 
started coming around and responded to Ash's 


voice. 


“Stay low,” Ash said as he handed Jason one 

of the rifles he’d recovered. “We’ve got insurgents 
closing in on our location.” 

Jason groaned and took up an offensive 

position as best he could. “We need a satellite 
phone,” Jason said. 

“We don’t have one,” Ash said, after he 

checked the packs. Fuck. It would be the only way 
to communicate their whereabouts to base and to 
get a team out here to extract them. 

“Max had one. Check inside the vehicle.” 

Jason’s voice was rough and phlegmy, and he 
flinched as he muffled an explosive cough. 

Ash nodded and glanced around the tire. The 
insurgents had reached the wreckage and were 
searching through the remains of the first two cars. 
There wasn’t much left. Ash had one chance to 
move. Standing up as high as he dared, he 
scrambled into the wrecked LAV. He found two 


satellite phones. Both were damaged, but they 


might still work. He also grabbed an almost intact 
emergency bag he found under the seat. He 
dropped back down. 

Jason picked up everything he could and 

stuffed it into the emergency bag. “I can carry 
this,” Jason told Ash, getting to his feet in a low- 
crouch position. “We need to get some better 
cover.” 

“Agreed.” Ash’s sharp eyes assessed the 
situation. The best cover he could see were rocks 
about 400 meters away on the other side of the 
road, but crossing the roadway would reveal their 
position and start a fire fight. Their side of the 
road had a steep drop down, leaving the men 
vulnerable to gunfire from above, but about 800 
meters further back were rocks that would offer 
sufficient cover. There were also caves even 
further off the road for shelter if they needed. 
Ash glanced back around the tire. The lack of 


exchanged gunfire told Ash their fellows in the 


forward vehicles hadn’t made it. Ash pushed down 
the feelings of grief and guilt. There would be time 
to mourn later; right now they needed to stay alive. 
The insurgents crowded around one of the 
vehicles, their voices loud and excited. They were 
pleased with whatever they had found. “We need 
to move. We'll go straight down into the ditch then 
move along the road in a back to front position to 
those rocks. They’re occupied right now so with 
luck they won’t notice us moving.” 

It was a calculated risk. Ash knew if they 

drew any attention they were easy targets. So they 
might as well make a good break for it, at least 
give them a fighting chance. Ash moved away from 
the cover of the tire and damaged vehicle. Jason 
followed. Both men stayed low and didn’t make 
any sudden movements, their guns trained on the 
insurgents. When they got to the embankment, Ash 
Sat down on the sand and scooted his bottom 


forward in a controlled decent. Jason followed his 


lead, and they moved down to the foot of the 
embankment. Ash knew they were now sitting 
ducks. He led the way, sweeping the area to ensure 
no one was hiding out of sight. 

Jason did the same, his back to Ash’s as they 
moved as quickly as they dared towards the 
protection the rocks offered. Ash breathed a sigh 
of relief as he rounded the rocks checking for any 
signs of life. He found none. They took up a 
defensive position far enough back to see the 
insurgents, who seemed gleeful their IED had been 
so deadly. By Ash’s count, there were at least 
twenty coalition soldiers killed in the attack. 

After what could have been hours a pick-up 

truck roared to the scene of the attack, its engine 
growling as it stopped in the middle of the 
wreckage. The insurgents had chosen an ideal area 
for the attack. Remote and recently recovered from 
insurgent control, coalition troops travelled the 


road only once every three or four days. Any help 


for the CivPol convoy they had attacked would be 
hours away. 

The newcomers seemed disappointed in what 
they had found in the remaining vehicles, and to 
Ash it sounded like they were having a large 
argument. 

“I think they were trying to hit a supply 

convoy,” Jason whispered to Ash after a couple of 
minutes observing the men. “This area has been hit 
hard by drought and supplies are low.” 

“I think you're right.” 

The men started piling themselves, and 

whatever they had collected, into the pickup truck. 
Ash flattened against the rocks and gestured at 
Jason, hoping the slight overhang would hide them 
from the insurgents’ eyes. They were still arguing 
over the noise of the engine as they went by, and 
the wounded men went unnoticed as danger sped 
away. 


“They're gone,” Jason said, and he let out the 


breath he had been holding. 

So did Ash. “We need to see if we can get 

that satellite phone working.” 

Jason and Ash dropped down to the desert 

floor, using the rocks as cover from the road. Jason 
removed the two satellite phones. He tried both of 
them but neither would turn on. He cursed. “How 
are you with electronics, Ash?” 

“Crap,” Ash replied. His hopes of an easy 

rescue dashed, he moved around to check for any 
more signs of insurgents and a hiss of pain escaped 
his lips. 

“Let me look at that shoulder,” Jason said, 

putting the phones away for the moment and pulling 
out the medical bag. 

“It’s fine.” 

“You're bleeding, it’s not fine. Let me look at 

rte" 

“Okay,” Ash agreed. He sat down, his back to 


Jason, his gun cradled in his good arm. “I think its 


Shrapnel.” 

Jason looked at the wound. “It is shrapnel. | 

have to pull it out,” Jason told him. “A couple of 
fragments ripped through your shoulder. It’s not 
bleeding, but every time you move it’s getting 
worse. | need to dress this now.” 

“Just do it quick,” Ash replied through gritted 
teeth. Jason reached into the medical bag to extract 
a pair of scissors when he heard a noise. The 
medical bag abandoned, he reached for his 
weapon. 

Ash sensed Jason’s movements and did the 

same. They exchanged a look; the noise of 
shuffling feet got louder. He identified it as coming 
from the far side, away from the road. Jason 
flattened himself against the rock, and Ash did the 
same, both of their rifles at the ready to defend 
when the person or persons coming towards them 
made it past the rock. Hopefully they would have 


the surprise factor on their side. 


Ash took a deep breath and held it. This was 

it. They were about to engage the enemy. 

Chapter Two 

There was Refuge 

A rock went rolling across the desert floor, 

the first sign that someone inched nearer to their 
position. Every muscle in Jason’s body tensed his 
finger on the trigger, ready at any moment to start 
shooting. 

Instead of an insurgent rounding the rock face 
both men were shocked to see a small girl. She 
turned and smiled at the men. Jason kept his 
weapon raised and pointed at her. They knew that 
even though she appeared to be harmless she could 
be carrying a weapon or a bomb. 

The little girl put her hands up. She said 
something in Dari that neither man understood. 
She said it again this time pointing to her front 
pocket. 


Ash glanced around the rock to make sure the 


child was alone before he nodded to Jason. Jason 
lowered his weapon and advanced on the little 
girl. He reached into her pocket and pulled out a 
folded and dusty piece of paper. He stepped back 
and read the note. 

My name is Jarah. I am six years old. | am a 

friend. You are in grave danger here. Please 

come with me if you want to live. 

At the bottom of the simple note Jason 

recognized a coded symbol as something coalition 
forces used to distinguish themselves to one 
another during a covert operation. Jason nodded 
and handed the note to Ash. This could be a well- 
planned trick, but in his gut Jason felt he could 
trust the child, plus right now neither man had 
many options. Ash glanced at Jason who nodded in 
silent agreement. Ash lowered his weapon, and the 
little girl reached out and took Jason’s hand. 

She took the note back from Ash, replacing it 


in the pocket of her dress, and beckoned them 


forward. Ash scooped up the medical bag and the 
supply bag and handed them to Jason. His shoulder 
ached and he could feel the pieces of shrapnel 
shifting. The little girl, Jarah, glanced around the 
desert as she led them away from the shelter of the 
rocks. Both men did continued sweeps as she 
guided them, finding small hills and hidden rocks 

to hide them as they went. 

At first Jason didn’t know where they were 

moving to, but now he could see they were headed 
toward the caves he had seen earlier. They were 
less than a kilometer ahead when Jarah veered off 
to the left away from the caves. Instead she led 
them around the bottom of the rock face to a side of 
the mountain that couldn’t be seen from the road. 
As they approached, Jason noticed a small camp at 
the base of the mountain; as they got closer two 
men appeared as if from nowhere, their rifles at 

the ready. Ash and Jason responded in kind. 


Jarah said something in Dari, gesturing 


wildly, and pointed at Ash. She said something 
else. The men all lowered their weapons, and the 
little party continued unchallenged. 

From sixty meters away Jason wouldn’t have 

been able to guess an opening in the rocks even 
existed. It seemed like the perfect place to hide as 
they approached the entrance. At the mouth of the 
cave they were met with four more armed men. 
None of them lifted their weapons. Instead Jarah 
ran to one who scooped her up and tossed her in 
the air, then put her back down with a smile. 

He looked at Jason and Ash and spoke with a 
heavy accent. “Friend,” he said, gesturing to their 
weapons and to the ground, indicating that they 
should lower them. 

Ash and Jason exchanged another look. At 

this point, even if armed they could be 
overpowered by numbers alone. They should play 
by these rules until they were able to discover 


more. 


“Friend,” Jason said. Both men lowered their 
weapons. However neither made any move to 
release them. 

“Yallah! ” the man said, gesturing for them to 
follow. They did, with Jarah talking without cease 
to the man who led the party along with a single 
flashlight. They travelled deeper into the cave ata 
swift pace, and Jason heard Ash struggling to keep 
up at the back of the group. When he stopped for 
breath, the sprawling stain on his back told Jason 
the shrapnel had dug in deep enough to start 
bleeding. 

“You okay?” 

“Yeah, keep going, I’m back up.” 

They came to a fork in the tunnels. Jason 

would have guessed that they turn left. The tunnel 
appeared well walked and would lead further into 
the mountain. Instead they turned right and into 
what looked like a dead end. 


They slid behind a boulder blocking off most 


of the entrance then turned left, making their way 
into the cave. A male voice called out and the man 
leading the group answered, another shout Jason 
didn’t understand, and the party continued on. 
They entered a main chamber. An electric 

lamp hanging from the roof gave light to the space; 
the hum of an unseen generator sounded from deep 
inside the cave telling him they had some form of 
power. A number of women and men in the room 
all looked up and cried greetings. 

The women chattered to each other, and one 

ran back further into the caves. Jarah followed her 
with a wave to Jason and Ash. The man who led 
Jason and Ash into the cave seemed to be the main 
authority. Everyone else gave curious glances at 
the two outsiders but never approached them. The 
women were dressed in long flowing dresses. All 
had their hair covered but their faces were bare. 
“What are they waiting for?” Ash whispered 


to Jason after five minutes of standing around. 


“No idea. One ran to get something or 

someone. So let’s wait it out,” Jason whispered 
back. “Fuck but my head hurts.” 

Both men flinched at a sudden movement. A 
woman stood before them with two full glasses in 
her extended hands. “Drink,” she said in English 
then something else, looking back to one of the men 
standing guard. He nodded in return. “Saddam.” 
She pointed down one of the caves leading away 
from the main room. “Saddam Eng-ish,” she said. 
“Eng-ish.” She pointed at Jason and Ash. “Drink.” 
She pointed to the glasses again. 

Jason raised it up and sniffed it. It didn’t 

smell like anything so he took a tentative taste. It 
tasted metallic, but the water felt amazing on his 
parched lips. 

“Thank you,” Jason said, taking a small drink. 

He looked at Ash. “Water.” 

Ash took a drink as well. 


“Thank you,” Ash repeated, hoping she 


understood. The woman smiled and bowed her 
head, going back over to the group of women who 
then talked in hushed but even more excited 
Voices. 

A younger male suddenly appeared. His face 
flushed and damp, he panted as though he had been 
running. The men shouted greetings at him, and he 
greeted them back. The man who had led them 
through the cave went over to him, and they talked 
for a moment before the newcomer, no older than 
his teens, caught his breath, wiped his sweaty 
forehead on the sleeve of his shirt, and dusted his 
hands on his pants. He looked at Jason and Ash 
and smiled. 

He walked over to them followed by the man 

who had first greeted them. 

“Hello, my name is Saddam Nasir. This is my 

uncle, Sharif Nasir. We would like to welcome 

you into our home as our friends and honored 


guests.” Saddam spoke in near perfect English 


with a British accent. “Please allow me the 
pleasure of introducing you to my friends and 
family.” 

Jason and Ash exchanged another look. They 
still were not sure if they could trust this group. 
Ash rubbed his chest absently; the signal clearly 
told Jason they should use their real names. He 
gave Ash the tiniest nod, to say he understood. 
“Ash Cooper,” Ash said. 

“Jason McCarthy,” Jason said. 

“Ash Cooper and Jason McCarthy, it is a 
pleasure to meet you,” Saddam replied. He 
reached out and shook Jason’s hand and then 
Ash's. He clasped Ash’s right arm in greeting, 
which led Ash to cry out in pain. 

“Ash?” Jason asked. At the same time 

Saddam started shouting in Dari to the women who 
were in the immediate area. “Are you okay?” 
Ash turned to Jason, ghost white, his eyes 


unfocused. “I’m sorry, Jase,” Ash said. Then he 


paused. “I’m going to faint.” 

Jason reached out to catch Ash, as did two of 

the other men, not in time though. Ash hit the 
bottom of the cave floor with a sickening crunch. 
Jason jumped forward, ready to protect his now 
downed comrade. 

“Don’t touch him,” Jason said as he dropped 

next to him. Jason did a quick assessment. What 
had been a small wound in the desert now gushed 
blood. No wonder he’d passed out. Jason applied 
pressure with his hand, while trying to avoid 
pressing the shrapnel in further. 

“Please, Jason McCarthy,” Saddam said. 

“We have nurse. She can take care of him. Let us 
help.” 

No way he could deal with all of this damage 

by himself. If the nurse had the most basic of skills, 
he would be able to help with his battlefield first 
aid to fix Ash up. “All right.” 


Saddam spoke to two men. “We take Ash 


Cooper, you stay,” Saddam directed. 

“Where Ash goes, | go,” Jason told him. 

Two men came back with a stretcher of sorts. 
Jason could see it, dirty and stained with 
something that looked all too much like blood. 
Saddam spoke to his uncle then looked at Jason. 
“You go with Ash Cooper, we go too.” 

“Fine,” Jason replied. The men helped get 

Ash onto the stretcher. They stood up and Jason 
followed, still keeping pressure on the wound. It 
seemed to staunch the flow. Then the men rushed 
off in the direction from which Saddam had come. 
“You are Canadian,” Saddam said as he 

followed behind. 

“Yeah,” Jason replied. The patch on his arm 
indicated the Canadian flag and below that another 
Canadian flag, this time in camouflage colors, and 
even further down on their sleeves, a patch 
indicating they were part of the Canadian Civilian 


Police or CivPol contingent. 


“You are not soldiers. What are you?” 

Saddam asked. He hurried to keep up with the men 
who were all but running through the tunnels. 
Jason hesitated, but if Saddam could speak 
English then he could probably read that the patch 
indicated he worked for the Canadian CivPol-ANP 
coalition. “We’re police officers, here to help 

teach and train the Afghan National Police to be 
good and fair police.” 

“But you are Canadian Police Officers,” 

Saddam repeated. 

“Yes,” Jason said before tripping over a 

rock. The men slowed down for a beat before 
speeding back up to near running pace again. 
“Then you are Royal Canadian Mounted 

Police,” Saddam announced to Jason with pride in 
his knowledge of the world. 

“lam, yes,” Jason replied. Saddam thought a 
moment before he asked. “Why are you not 


wearing your red uniform?” 


“Because | didn’t feel like being a giant red 

target in the desert,” Jason snarked, then inwardly 
winced at his sarcasm. 

Saddam stayed quiet fora moment before he 
burst into laughter. He shouted back at his uncle, 
relaying their conversation. His uncle joined him 
in the laughter. Jason thought it was strange that 
Ash was grievously wounded, and these men were 
laughing. However they must’ve seen death and 
mayhem like this on a regular basis. 

They made a right turn and opened the door to 
another room. The cave walls were painted white, 
the beds where white, the floor was white, the 
cleanest room Jason had seen in the series of 
tunnels and caves. The men called out, and there 
was rustling from behind a curtain. 

The woman who stepped out from behind the 
screen wasn’t the person Jason had been expecting 
at all. Her hair was tied back but not covered. Her 


uniform 


scuffed, 

frayed 

but 

clean. 

Jason 

recognized her immediately. He had found Karen 
Mullen. 

Chapter Three 

And Sorrow 

Camp Nathan Smith 

“Sir, we’ve gotten word our CivPol convoy 

never reached the outpost in the northern district of 
the Balkh province,” the corporal said without 
introductions after being invited into the 
superintendent’s office. 

“Any word from the convoy?” Superintendent 
Michel Gilmour asked, his heart sinking. If they 
didn’t make it, it would be bad, very bad. 

“No, sir. The outpost sent out a patrol. About 


two and a half hours outside of the outpost they 


discovered the wreckage of the convoy. It appears 
that it hit a massive IED. Most of the convoy was 
destroyed.” 

“Survivors?” Gilmour whispered. His heart 

sank to his knees and his stomach rolled. There’d 
been over twenty men in that convoy including five 
officers from the CivPol contingent. The corporal 
shook his head and then hesitated. “Spit it out, 
Corporal” 

“No survivors, but two men are unaccounted 

for, sir.” 

“Define unaccounted for.” 

“Their bodies weren’t at the scene. There 

was no evidence they had been kidnapped. They’re 
just gone.” 

“You're telling me we have two men missing 

in action?” Gilmour said attempting to keep his 
composure. 

“Yes, sir.” 


“Which men are MIA? Do you know?” 


“Yes sir, two CivPol members, Constable 

Jason McCarthy and Constable Ashley Cooper.” 
Superintendent Gilmour nodded—he knew 

both men very well. Constable Cooper was ex- 
military. If they had survived the attack they might 
have gone into hiding. “Were there signs of 
insurgents at the attack site?” 

“Yes, sir. However, no signs that there was a 
struggle, or that they were forcibly removed sir. 
They just disappeared. It’s like—” 

“Like what, Corporal.” 

“It’s like the disappearance of Captain Karen 
Mullen, sir. She’s a British nurse. One moment 
she’s travelling in a convoy with medical supplies. 
The next the convoy hit an IED and she’s missing. 
They never found her body or heard anything about 
her from insurgents or Taliban. We lost the area to 
insurgent control just after she disappeared, and 
after a year of being MIA she was declared 


missing and presumed dead.” 


“What 

was 

the 

thinking 

on 

her 

disappearance?” 

“She got disorientated after the explosion and 
wandered off into the desert, but they never found 
a trail of any kind. This attack happened almost in 
the exact same area where they lost Captain 
Mullen.” 

“And?” The corporal’s lack of directness 

grated on the superintendent’s nerves. 

“Three members of the coalition force in one 

area is too much of a coincidence for most of the 
men, sir. They suspect that there is something else 
going on.” 

Gilmour nodded again, processing all of the 


information given to him. “Thank you, Corporal.” 


He dismissed him with a flick of his hand. With a 
heavy heart he pulled up the files of the dead and 
missing CivPol officers. Time to notify their next 
of kin and draft press releases for the media. He 
just hoped McCarthy and Cooper were still alive 
out there. 

RK 
The phone ringing jerked Matthew from his 
sleep. He glanced at the clock. Three a.m. The 
phone continued to ring so he reached over and 
picked up the receiver. “ ’lo?” 
“Matt, oh my God, are you okay? | just heard 
about Ash.” The female voice on the other end of 
the line sounded frantic. 
Matthew groaned, shaking his head. What 
about Ash? And who the heck would call him at 
three a.m.? “Who is this?” 
“It’s Mary-Helen from MFRC.” MFRC? 
Matthew shook his head again. Why would the 


Military Family Resource Center be calling him at 


three a.m.? 

“Why the heck are you calling me?” 

“Oh my God, you don’t know!” She all but 
shouted. “I mean. Um, sorry, wrong person,” she 
said then hung up. 

What the fuck was that about? Matthew 

shook his head, the wheels slow to turn in his brain 
without coffee. Ash. She mentioned Ash. MFRC. 
Ash. 

Oh God! Matthew bolted out of bed and to his 
computer desk across the room. He didn’t bother 
to turn it off at night anymore so the laptop woke 
up in an instant. He went to the news sites but 
nothing. No mention of an attack. No mention of 
Casualties. 

They wouldn’t make an announcement without 
notifying him first, would they? Matthew was wide 
awake now, and he felt like puking 

Something had happened to Ash, he just knew 


it. Why else would a busybody from MFRC call 


him at three a.m.? 

He knew he wasn’t going back to sleep any 

time soon, so Matthew went and got dressed ina 
pair of sweatpants. The dog had woken up and 
whined at the door to be let in. Matthew got up and 
opened the door for him. The pet walked in with 
the mournful expression on his face. He let out a 
low howl looking at the bed. 

“Come on up, buddy,” Matthew said petting 

the bed. 

The basset hound jumped up and scrambled, 
pulling himself up onto the bed. He turned around 
twice then lay down, placing his head on Ash’s 
pillow and howled again. 

“| feel it too, Horton,” Matthew said 

scratching behind the dog’s ears. Nothing to do but 
to wait. Wait to find out if Ash was dead, or alive 
and injured. He wasn’t sure which would be 

worse. 


Matthew didn’t realize he had started crying 


until Horton licked his face. He couldn’t do this 
anymore. He couldn’t wait on his own. It was near 
four a.m., but Matthew picked up the phone and 
dialed his parents’ number. 

“This had better be good,” his father’s voice 
barked over the line. 

“Daddy,” Matthew said before bursting into 
tears. 

“Matt? Matty, God, what’s wrong? Is it 

Ash?” Matthew could hear his father’s voice, but 
he couldn’t talk. He couldn’t do anything but cry. 
“Matthew, take a couple of deep breaths.” 

His mother’s voice came over the line. “You'll 
make yourself sick. We’re coming over. Just hang 
on. We'll be there as soon as we can.” Matthew 
tried to respond but couldn’t. He did manage to 
stop himself from hyperventilating. “Matthew, 
honey, I’m going to hang up and call you back on 
our cell phone.” 


The line went dead. Matthew felt utterly 


alone in that moment. He couldn’t stop the tears 
from pouring down his face, the loud wracking 
sobs that shook his entire body to the core. 
Finally the phone rang. 

“Mommy,” Matthew whispered over the line. 
“We're coming, honey,” his mother said. He 
could hear a car starting and the garage door 
opening. The time it took for them to arrive at his 
townhouse felt like an eternity. They found 
Matthew curled up in a ball in his bedroom still 
crying. 

His mom held him tight, and he felt far from 

the forty-year-old man he was, glad to be safe in 
his mom’s arms and terrified of the prospect of 
being alone. His parents waited until he regained 
his composure to speak. 

“What happened, son?” his dad asked, sitting 

on the bed next to Matthew. 

“I don’t know,” Matthew said. He took the 


tissue that his mother offered and blew his nose. 


“Nothing official but one of the nosey women from 
the MFRC called to say she was sorry about Ash.” 
His father swore. A career army man, he 

knew hearing any information about Ash from 
anyone other than official channels was a huge 
break in protocol. It happened, more times than 
anyone would want to admit. Matthew knew that, 
but still, it was not the way he wanted to hear 
something had happened to his husband. “We'll 
wait for the official word. You know how the 
military grapevine is, son. You’re in the medical 
tent because you have a Splinter, and by the time it 
reaches home you’re on your death bed and not 
expected to make it.” 

“I know, really | do know. | just—” Tears 
threatened to spill over. “I never thought I’d be the 
one waiting to find out if Ash was dead or alive or 
God knows what.” 

His mother hugged him. “Speaking as a 


woman who has sent a husband and a son and now 


a son-in-law overseas to fight wars not of their 

own making, you will get through this whatever the 
outcome,” she said, holding him. 

“Thanks, Mom,” Matthew whispered. They 

sat huddled together on the bed just waiting. 
Matthew brought his laptop over, checking for any 
Signs in the international news. There were none, 
nor was there a message or note from Ash. 
Anything. 

There was nothing. 

Matthew dozed off, to be woken up by Horton 
barking as the doorbell rang. Six-thirty in the 
morning. Matthew could only think of one reason 
why someone was ringing his doorbell at six-thirty 
in the morning. It wasn’t a good one. 

Matthew stood up and steeled himself. His 

parents followed behind him as he made the march 
down the stairs. Their uniforms looked all too 
official through the wavy glass of the front door. 


Matthew opened it. 


“Mr. Ryman?” the major asked, standing next 

to an older gentleman who had captain’s bars. 
“Yes.” 

“May we come in?” the major requested. 
Matthew stepped back to allow the men into his 
home. They followed him in silence to the living 
room. Matthew sat on the couch between his 
parents. 

“I’m Major Pierce of the Princess Patricia’s 

Third Battalion,” the major introduced himself. 
“This is Captain Frank Potter, our padre.” The 
major waited a moment before he continued 
speaking, but to Matthew it was a lifetime waiting 
to hear the words come out of his mouth. “Mr. 
Ryman, I’m sorry to inform you of this, but your 
wife, Ashley Cooper, is missing in action.” The 
major’s words were slow and gentle, but Matthew 
heard nothing after the word wife. 

“What did you say?” Matthew asked, his 


blood boiling. 


“Sir, your wife—.” 

“| don’t have a wife, you idiot. If you 

bothered to look at your fucking records you would 
know that Ash Cooper is my husband. Clearly he’s 
dead, and you just don’t have the balls to say it.” 
Matthew stood up and roared at the two men. 
“Matthew,” his father shouted back. “Sit 

down and listen to what these men have to Say.” 
“Mr. Ryman, your—husband is not dead. He 

is, however, missing in action.” 

“MIA, he’s MIA. Fuck. You and I both know 

that’s a nice way of saying he’s dead but we don’t 
have a body.” Matthew’s anger gave way to grief, 
and he started to sob again. 

“What happened?” his father asked the two 

army officers. 

“The convoy they were travelling in hit an 

IED. There were no survivors, however Constable 
Cooper wasn’t among the casualties at the blast 


site, nor was another officer in CivPol, a 


Constable Jason McCarthy. We have reason to 
believe they may have taken cover in caves near 
the scene when insurgents moved into the 
location.” 
“So there’s a chance?” his father asked. 
“Yes, sir. There is a chance,” the major 
confirmed. Matthew didn’t hear the rest of the 
conversation. He was too lost in his grief. 

KKK K 
“Daddy! Daddy! Aunt Monica is here!” 
Mandy announced opening the door to David’s 
bedroom. “Are you awake yet?” 
David groaned. He’d worked last night, but 
his ex-wife, Carole, had to work this morning. Her 
sister dropped the kids off around ten, allowing 
David at least a few hours of uninterrupted sleep 
before he had to be coherent enough to be a 
parent. 
The doorbell rang, and David told her, 


“Yeah, I’m awake.” He flipped the covers off and 


grabbed a housecoat. Why in the heck would 
Monica, his sergeant, be here? She wasn’t even 
scheduled to work today. 

Ryan, his oldest, beat David to the door. “Hi, 
Aunt Monica!” Ryan chirped at her. 

“Monica?” David asked when he saw her. 

She wore her red serge and was accompanied by 
Father Callaghan, the local pastor. David 
immediately had a sinking feeling. 

“Ryan, why don’t you go downstairs to the 

rec room? Take Mandy and Kevin with you,” 
Monica told David’s oldest. 

The boy glanced from his pseudo-aunt to his 
father and then dashed away calling for his 
younger siblings. 

“Can we come in, David?” 

“Yeah sure, sorry. | worked last night,” 

David said by way of explanation for his attire as 
he led them into the living room. He sat down in 


the chair. Monica and Father Callaghan took the 


sofa. “What’s this about, Monica?” 

“Last night Jason was in a convoy travelling 

to a remote outpost in the northern district of the 
Balkh province.” 

David felt his heart plunge. No, please God, 

no, not his Jason. 

“The convoy hit an IED. Most of the vehicles 

in the convoy were completely destroyed. Jason 
wasn’t killed in the blast; however he is missing in 
action along with another Civilian Police Officer, 
Ashley Cooper.” 

“What does that mean, missing in action? 

Does that mean he’s dead?” David asked. He 
blinked back tears. 

“It means he is operating outside of a known 

area. They can’t locate him; therefore he is 
missing. They have every hope Jason and this other 
officer took refuge in caves near the attack site. 
Insurgents were in the area after the explosion, and 


they would have been forced to take cover from 


them. The coalition is sending out patrols and 
search parties today.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” David asked 
rubbing his hands over his face. “Why not wait 
until you knew?” 

“The 

military 

needs 

to 

make 

an 

announcement. 

Twenty-one 

other 

coalition 

soldiers, including civilian police, Canadian, 
American, British, and Afghan, were killed in this 
attack. It wasn’t fair not to tell you what’s 
happening with Jason. They’re going to be making 


announcements in time for the evening news. I’ve 


sent someone to talk to Jason’s brother, Steve, and 
their mom. Is there anyone else you want me to 
notify?” 

“No, that’s everyone. God, how am | going to 
explain this to the kids?” David asked. He ran his 
fingers through his short hair. “Are you sure he’s 
not dead, Monica?” 

“The military thinks he’s just hiding out from 
insurgents. He should be located and extracted 
very soon. | would have to agree with them. My 
gut is telling me he’s coming home to you.” 

David nodded. The tears that had been 
threatening to fall started streaming down his face. 
Monica went over to hug him, and he prayed that 
Jason was still alive. 

Chapter Four 

And Pain 

Ash didn’t like waking up. His head pounded, 

his shoulder pounded. His legs were dead weight. 


He moved his fingers and groaned. Even his hair 


hurt. His mouth, dry and parched, felt as though he 
had swallowed the entire desert. He moved again 
and this time moaned loud enough to get someone’s 
attention. 

“It’s all right, love, try not to move now. We 

had to take an awful lot of shrapnel out of your 
shoulder.” 

The soft female voice with the British accent 

told Ash he was safe. They had been rescued from 
the desert. 

“Get some more rest, love, l'Il be here when 

you wake up.” 

Ash felt a prick in his arm. He closed his eyes 
again and drifted off in a haze of pain, 
accompanied by some type of drug. When he woke 
up hours later his shoulder hurt even worse than 
before, and his head still pounded but felt less 
fuzzy. He blinked and looked around. White. White 
curtains, white walls, white bed. 


He tried to sit up in bed, only to cry out as his 


shoulder screamed in protest. The curtain was 
pulled back. He blinked a couple of times at the 
nurse. 

“How are you doing, love?” 

“Hurts,” Ash said, licking his lips. “Thirsty.” 

“Here.” She handed him a glass of water. 

“Slow sips,” she reminded him. The water had that 
I’ve-been-sitting-too-long taste to it, but it was wet 
and slightly cooler than his body temperature so it 
tasted like heaven. “Where am I?” Ash asked. 
“We're in a northern district of the Balkh 

Provence. We've taken cover in the caves along 
with a group of Afghan civilians. Do you 

remember anything that happened?” she asked. 
Ash groaned. “Yeah.” His head pounded as 

the images flooded back to him. Right before he 
passed out, a boy who spoke English...and Jason. 
“Jason, the other man I was with, is he all right?” 
“He’s fine, just a lovely knot on his head,” 


she assured him. “He told me you saved his life.” 


“He saved mine. I'd call it even,” Ash 

replied. His shoulder throbbed, but he had no 
desire to take any more pain medication. He 
needed a clear head. He needed to figure out a way 
to get them out of here. The nurse moved around, 
the bars on her not quite familiar uniform declared 
her a captain, and based on her accent Ash guessed 
she was British. 

“How’s the shoulder, love?” she asked, 

leaning over to glance at the dressing. 

“Hurts like a—” Ash stopped himself from 

Swearing. “Hurts a lot.” 

She reached over and picked up another 

glass. “Here, drink this,” she said handing the 

glass to him. 

Ash took a swig and then sputtered. It tasted 

bitter and medicinal. “Urgh! What the heck is 
that?” he asked making a face. 

“Opium draft. There is no more morphine left 


in your med pack. Here, have some more water. It 


will get rid of the taste.” She pressed the water 
glass into Ash’s hand. 
He took a drink and it did help wash the bitter 
aftertaste away. His arm already started to feel 
heavy. “I’m tired,” he mumbled. 
“I know, love. Get some more sleep,” the 
disembodied British voice said. “l'Il be here when 
you wake up.” 

eK 
Ash's head hurt. It throbbed, but when he 
moved, his shoulder ached rather than screamed at 
him. He took this as an improvement. He blinked 
his eyes open. It was dim, the bright light gone. 
Ash listened. He heard nothing. It was probably 
late. He went to look at his watch only to realize it 
was missing along with everything else he had 
been wearing. Ash moved to sit up and groaned. 
Okay, maybe his shoulder hurt more than he 
wanted to admit. 


“Welcome back,” Jason said a second before 


he opened the curtain. 

“Jase.” Ash groaned again. “What time is it?” 
“After midnight,” Jason said pulling the 

curtain back around Ash’s bed. He sat on the stool 
pulled next to his head. “You’ve been out for four 
days though.” 

“You're shitting, right?” Ash asked. He only 
remembered waking up twice. 

“Nope.” Jason shook his head, scratching at 

the whiskers that had started to grow. “Karen said 
the opium draft might make you forget some. It’s 
pretty powerful.” 

“Who's Karen?” Ash’s head hurt. Did he 
remember meeting a Karen? 

“Karen Mullen, she’s a British army nurse. 

She’s been missing for over a year. Come on, Ash, 
we heard about her the first day we arrived in 
Afghanistan. She’s been taking care of you.” 
“Sorry, my head isn’t working.” 


Jason sighed. “It’s okay. We've been keeping 


you pretty well medicated.” 

“Why?” 

“Ash, your shoulder was like hamburger 

meat. Karen and | spent close to four hours fixing 
you up. You might not like it, but trust me, you 
need the meds.” Jason squeezed Ash’s good arm. 
“I’m fine,” Ash said sitting up. He bit his lip 

to stop himself from crying out. 

“Liar. Here, Karen mixed this for you. It’s not 

as strong as the draft she’s been giving you.” Jason 
tried to hand Ash a glass of something, but Ash 
pushed it away. 

“I’m okay for right now,” Ash told his friend. 
“Where is Karen?” 

Even in the dim light, Ash could see the dark 
Shadow pass over Jason’s face. “With her 
husband,” he said. 

“Husband?” Ash’s head wasn’t allowing him 

to process that word. 


“She’s been here a year, Ash. Women are 


property. She had to get married or face being 
everyone’s property.” Jason shook his head. 

Ash felt anger rising. “So they forced her to 

get married?” 

“Yes, and yes, | feel that way too,” Jason 

said. He planted a firm hand on Ash’s chest. 
“Right now there’s nothing we can do about it. 
These people are offering us food and shelter until 
we can get extracted. They’re our best chance for 
enduring this situation.” 

“You're right.” Ash settled back against the 
pillows. “Are they friendlies?” 

“They're neutral more than anything. They'll 

help the coalition, but all of their trade is with the 
insurgents. From what Karen is saying they do 
what they have to for survival. There’s a lot of 
cross border traffic with Pakistan as well.” 

“Why hasn’t Karen been rescued before 

now?” 


“This part of the district has been under 


insurgent control for the better part of the year. 
Most of the north is well controlled by the Kurds, 
who are very friendly with the coalition. Some 
areas like this one flip-flop back and forth from 
Kurdish to insurgent to coalition control. So until 
the coalition forces or the Kurds get a good 
foothold, our hosts can’t risk being seen 
cooperating with the West.” 

“And now?” Ash asked. His shoulder started 

to ache even more, and his head was no better. 
“Insurgents are trying to take back the 

territory they’ve lost. This is a major area of 
opium and human trafficking. So unless we can get 
word back to base, we're on our own for now.” A 
noise 

from 

the 

doorway 

stopped 


their 


conversation. “Stay here,” Jason said. 

He disappeared around the curtain. Ash heard 
Jason speaking in a low voice but couldn’t make 
out what he said. After a minute Jason came back. 
“Who was that?” 

“Sharif,” Jason replied and he frowned. “He 
wanted to know if you were well enough for a 
visitor.” 

“Visitor?” 

Jason snorted. “Of the female persuasion. 

He’s trying to marry one of his daughters to one of 
us.” 

Ash groaned but this time not out of pain. 

“You did tell him we’re married, right?” 

“Yes, he believed me. I’m wearing a ring, but 
you're not. So he’s still convinced you will marry 
his daughter.” 

“Did you tell him the other thing?” 

“Hell, no. | do not have a death wish.” 


“Just checking.” Ash groaned and this time it 


was in undeniable pain. 

“For fuck sake’s Ash, take the meds. We'll 

talk more in the morning.” Jason handed Ash the 
cup with the opium draft in it. Ash gulped it and 
made a face at the taste. Jason gave him water to 
wash it down. 

Ash lay back against the pillows. His 

shoulder still hurt. “Remember when we first 
met?” he asked with a smile. 

“Yes. God. We were hiding the same secret 

from each other.” Jason shook his head. “It worked 
out in the end though.” 

“After | nearly had a heart attack.” 

“Not my fault, you’re an old man.” 

“Not old, just—” Ash closed his eyes. He 

couldn’t think of a proper retort. 

“Get some sleep. l'Il talk to you in the 

morning,” Jason said standing up. He left the 
curtained area leaving Ash to drift off thinking 


about the first day they met. 


KKK K 


Ash's heart raced with excitement as the taxi 
pulled into the military training base. A six-week 
military training refresher along with other officers 
in order to be able to handle the harsh conditions 
Afghanistan had to offer. 

The taxi stopped at the requested building and 

he paid the man, then collected his bag and went 
inside. A uniformed cadet sat at a table with a 
couple of guys lined up all hauling their gear. 

“Is this the line for the CivPol training?” he 

asked the guy in front of him. He would be with the 
Civilian Police contingent in Afghanistan. 

“Sure is.” The tall guy with dirty blond hair 

turned around and stuck his hand out. “Jason 
McCarthy.” 

“Ash Cooper,” he replied, shaking Jason’s 

hand. 

“Where’re you from, Ash?” Jason asked as he 


took a step closer to the registration table. 


“Edmonton, you?” 

“Northern New Brunswick. Are you RCMP 

or City PD?” 

“City PD, you?” 

Jason flashed him a bright smile. “RCMP.” 

“Next!” the cadet seated at the table called. 

Jason shuffled forward and talked to the guy before 
collecting a key and walking off in the direction of 
the elevators. 

“Next!” he called again. Ash approached the 

table as three more guys pulling bags behind them 
walked in. “Name?” 

“Cooper, Ashley,” Ash said, and the cadet 

shuffled through papers. 

“Oh no,” the cadet mumbled, glancing up at 

Ash and back down at the paper. 

“Oh no, what?” 

“Well, we, um, placed you in the female 

barracks, but just give me a minute. Here, | can 


shuffle you back over.” The cadet frantically 


flipped through papers. Ash felt like tapping his 
foot. Fucking hell. He hadn’t even been here an 
hour yet, and they’d already screwed up. “Sorry, 
here we go. You’re sharing a room with a Jason 
McCarthy. It’s on the sixth floor, room six oh nine, 
here’s the key. Here is your education packet. You 
have free time tonight. You’re to meet downstairs 
at six a.m. tomorrow for a ten kilometer fun run 
before breakfast. After breakfast you’re in 
classroom A in the building across the courtyard. 
The rest of the schedule is in the folder.” The cadet 
handed the packet and the key to Ash before 
waving him off. “Next!” 

Ash made his way towards the elevators and 
jabbed at the button for up. It wasn’t the first time 
that based on his name he had been mistaken for 
female. It irked him every time. The door slid open 
and he got in. He pushed the button for the sixth 
floor. The doors closed with a creak, and the lift 


groaned as he ascended to the sixth floor. 


He stepped off the elevator shaking his head. 
Jesus, he’d already risked his life by riding that 
thing. He followed the signs to his room. The door 
was open and Jason stood next to a bed, tossing 
through his suitcase. 

“Hey, roomie,” Ash said as he walked 

through the door. 

“Oh hey! They said | didn’t have a 

roommate.” 

“They put me in the female barracks by 

mistake.” Ash rolled his eyes then tossed his 
suitcase onto the bed. “So now you’re stuck with 
me.” 
“Could be worse. At least I’m not stuck with 
someone old enough to be my grandfather.” Ash 
smirked. That definitely described some of the 
other officers who Ash had seen in the lineup. 
“That’s true. How old are you?” Ash asked. 
“Twenty-seven, you?” 


“God, you’re making me feel old.” Ash 


smiled. He knew he looked young for his age. 
“Thirty-eight.” 

“You're kidding! No way you're older than 

David.” He paused before he muttered, “He’s my, 
uhh, was my first police partner.” He blushed and 
turned away. 

“These are pretty nice digs,” Ash said trying 

to change the topic. For whatever reason, Jason 
seemed upset at the mention of this David. He let it 
drop. They’d have plenty of time to get to know 
each other over the year they would spend 
together. 

“Yeah, they are. | expected a row of bunk 

beds or something.” 

“They do have those.” Ash shivered. “Spent 
enough time here to know it can be hell. These are 
the officers’ quarters so they’re pretty nice. They 
use them for putting up officers who are here on 
course after they finish basic training.” 


“What did you do in the military?” Jason 


inquired. 

“I was in the Army, with the Princess Pat’s 

for most of it, but that was a long time ago.” 
“When did you get out?” 

“September 2001,” Ash replied. He didn’t 

mention it was September 11, 2001. He had been 
sitting in an airport in Halifax, flying back home to 
Edmonton, when the towers were hit. Ash 
regretted getting out every day as he watched his 
buddies heading overseas to fight a war, to rebuild 
lives. He watched them come back, some broken, 
some beaten. Some didn’t come back at all. This 
was his chance to make right the mistake he made 
all those years ago. 

“How long you been on the force?” Jason’s 
question forced him into the present. He shook his 
head, pushing those feelings away. 

“Eight years, you?” 

“Five,” Jason said. He smiled as he pulled 


out a photo and set it on his nightstand. Ash 


glanced at it. The photo showed Jason in the 
RCMP red serge with three kids all beaming. 
“Your kids?” Ash asked as he started to 

unpack his suitcase, hanging up a couple of dress 
Shirts that he had brought with him. 

“Step-kids, but | love them and they love mea 
lot. We have joint custody, so we have them about 
fifty percent of the time,” Jason said. He fiddled 
with the ring on his left hand. “The oldest is Ryan, 
Mandy is in the middle, and Kevin is the 
youngest.” 

“They're adorable.” Ash smiled. “We're 

trying for kids.” 

“How long have you been married?” 

Ash screwed his face up to think. “Just over 

four years, but we’ve been together for close to 
twelve years, you?” 

Jason blushed. “Three days.” He cleared his 
throat. “We got married in front of the Justice of 


the Peace. Sounds stupid, but | couldn’t leave 


without showing how much | love—her.” 

“You must have a heck of a woman to marry 

you then send you off for training.” 

“Yeah—she is pretty awesome.” 

Before the conversation continued, they 

heard, “Hey!” as others walked by. 

Ash and Jason shouted greetings back. 

“Any plans for tonight?” Ash asked after a 

couple minutes of silent unpacking and organizing. 
“Not really. Thought I’d hang out, get to know 

the group. You know.” 

“Yeah, | think we can use the chief’s and 

PO’s mess while we’re on base. We should see if 
everyone wants to head there for dinner.” 

“Great idea. Let’s finish up here and then go 
rustle up the guys.” 

They both unpacked and went to find the other 
officers who were doing the CivPol training. 

Turned out there were ten of them total. Jason was 


the youngest, followed by Ash, and the rest of the 


group were well into their forties and some into 
their fifties. 

Ash smiled to himself as they made their way 

to the mess for dinner. They were going to have fun 
on the “fun” run tomorrow. Some of these guys 
looked as though they had parked their behinds at a 
desk for the past twenty or so years. 

Ash took pride in his well-defined body. He 

spent as many hours allowed by the department 
while on-duty, and an equal amount while off-duty, 
working out and keeping himself in shape. Jason 
looked like he kept in top form as well. 

The group took up a corner of the mess 

talking and sharing stories. He was the only city 

PD officer. All of the rest were RCMP and most 

were from the Maritimes. 

The beer flowed, and the stories turned back 

to “the good ol’ days” with both Ash and 

especially Jason listening in rapt attention. Each 


limited himself to two beers. Most of the others 


kept drinking. It was just after ten when Ash 
announced he was going to head back to his room. 
Jason followed. Despite the time change, Ash 

was, in fact, tired and wanted to be well-rested for 
the start of training tomorrow. 

“Who do you think isn’t going to make the fun 

run tomorrow?” Ash asked as they waited for the 
elevator to take them to up to the sixth floor. 
“How about all of them?” Jason said with a 
snicker. 

Ash grinned and nodded. “I’m going to check 

my e-mail before | go to sleep.” 

“That’s cool. I’m gonna grab a shower,” 

Jason replied as he unlocked the door to their 
room. 

Ash pulled out his laptop and booted it up as 
Jason gathered up his things and disappeared into 
the bathroom. Ash logged into his e-mail account. 
All junk except for one from Matthew and it read, 


“| love you.” 


Ash smiled and replied back. “Love you too.” 
He snapped the lid closed as Jason emerged from 
the bathroom in a cloud of steam. He took a couple 
of minutes in the bathroom before crawling into 
bed. He was so tired he swore he fell asleep 
before his head hit the pillow. 

>K>K KK 
The ten-kilometer fun run turned into a two- 
kilometer, more or less, run for most of the 
officers. Jason however did the full ten kilometers, 
along with Ash, in the same amount of time. They 
ran well together, had a similar pace. Both men 
had MP3 players plugged into their ears and 
moved to a steady beat. 
They returned to their room, and Ash hopped 
in the shower first. Jason took the opportunity to 
check his e-mail while waiting. His chat lit up the 
second he signed on. 
David says: 


Didn’t think I’d see you on here... 


Jason says: 

Just got back in from the “Fun” run. 
David says: 

How did that go? 

Jason says: 

10 k in forty mins. Not too bad. Ran with 
Ash. The rest of the guys barely did 2k. 
David says: 

Ash? 

Jason says: 

Roommate, nice guy thinks I have a pretty 
“woman” at home. 

David says: 

Really and what’s said woman’s name? 
Jason says: 

Not sure yet, suggestions? 

David says: 

Never thought of name for a female alter 
ego before... how about Darlene? 


Jason says: 


Darlene... okay... maybe you should change 
your name... 

David says: 

Okay... 

Darlene says: 

You know everyone on my chat list is going 

to wonder why I’ve suddenly changed my name, 
right? 

Jason says: 

Tell them it’s because you love your 

husband even if he is temporarily in the closet. 
Darlene says: 

Remind me why | put up with you again? 
Jason says: 

You love me. 

Darlene says: 

Oh yeah... 

The shower shut off and Jason could hear Ash 
messing around in the bathroom. 


Jason says: 


Ash is out of the shower. | gotta go. Love 
you. 
Darlene says: 
Love you too. 
Jason says: 
Love you three, talk to you tonight? Maybe. 
Bye. 
Jason signed out of chat and checked his e- 
mail. His mom had sent him a message, probably 
checking up on him. Other than that the rest 
Classified as junk or not important. He shut his 
laptop as Ash emerged. 
“All yours,” Ash said toweling his hair dry. 
“Thanks.” Jason grabbed a towel and went 
into the bathroom, shutting the door. 

eK 
Ash dried off and dressed, consulting the 
schedule he had tacked up on the corkboard. 
Outside of the fun run, today would be spent in the 


classroom so he chose to wear a pair of khaki 


pants and a dress shirt. 

Jason hadn't even started the shower so Ash 
booted up his own laptop. He logged into his e- 
mail, not expecting anything from Matthew yet 
being only five-thirty in the morning back in 
Alberta. He was surprised when he heard the ping 
of his e-mail messaging system. 

MattRyman: 

Love you 

CoopAsh: 

Love you too. Why are you up so early? 
MattRyman: 

Working tonight, got called in. 

CoopAsh: 

Ohhh...what floor? 

MattRyman: 

OBGYN surgery, if you can believe that 
CoopAsh: 

I’m sure the women love you. 


MattRyman: 


One wouldn't let me into the room until 
another nurse said ‘don’t worry, he’s gay’ Urgh! 
CoopAsh: 

Well, you are. 

MattRyman: 

Yes I’m gay, adorable, and very married. 

Now that everyone is done poking into my private 
life... 

CoopAsh: 

Calm down, I’m not poking into your private 
life...1 AM your private life! 

MattRyman: 

Sorry, just tired...How is it going? 

CoopAsh: 

All right, roommate is nice, married. Thinks 

me and the wife are trying for kids... 
MattRyman: 

Well, we are... just not in the traditional 

sense. 


CoopAsh: 


How is Brooke? 

MattRyman: 

All right. Another week then we can find out. 
She thinks it might have taken this time... 
CoopAsh: 

Really? 

MattRyman: 

Yeah, but still too early to tell. 

CoopAsh: 

Call me when you know? 

MattRyman: 

I will. 

The door to the bathroom opened, and Jason 
stepped out with a towel wrapped around his 
waist. Ash took a moment longer than necessary to 
observe Jason’s well-cut body. He turned away 
and typed a response to Matthew. 

CoopAsh: 

Roommate is out of the shower. Gotta go, 


love you, bye. 


Ash shut the laptop down and avoided 

looking at Jason as the younger man dropped his 
towel and proceeded to get dressed. 

“Talking to anyone important?” Jason asked 

as he sorted through the shirts hanging on his side 
of the closet. His black cords hung loose around 

his hips as he searched, and Ash made an effort not 
to stare. 

“Just Brooke,” Ash lied. 

“Wife?” Jason selected a shirt and shrugged 

into it. 

“Yeah, she’s working so she was actually up 

since it’s close to six a.m. there,” Ash said as he 
glanced at the clock confirming the time difference. 
“What does she do that she was up so early?” 
Jason asked as he started to do the buttons up on 
his shirt. 

“Nurse. What about your wife, what does she 

do?” 


“Also an RCMP officer,” Jason said as he 


tucked his shirt in and sat on the bed to pull ona 
pair of socks. “Are you going to breakfast?” 
“Yeah,” Ash replied. He climbed off the bed 

and pulled a pair of shoes out of the closet. He 
waited while Jason put on his own pair of shoes 
then together they took the elevator down to the 
main floor and located the cafeteria. 

A couple of the guys were already seated 

when Ash and Jason joined them. Ash sat between 
two of the older officers, while Jason chose a seat 
on the end on the opposite side. 

“Dwight Stillman,” the guy on his right said 
sticking his hand out, re-introducing himself. 

“Ash Cooper.” 

“You're the only City PD kid, huh?” Stillman 
asked, shoveling eggs into his mouth. 

“Yeah, you're out of PEI, right?” Ash asked, 
recalling the conversations from last night. 

“Yup, you ran well today.” 


Ash shrugged at the compliment. “Just 


keeping in shape.” 

“I wish | remembered to do that. But you 

know how it is, wife, kids, ex-wife. You 

married?” 

Ash nodded, trying not to squirm in his seat 

under the glare of the other officers. He wanted to 
say fuck it, to admit that he was married. He was 
married to a guy. Aguy named Matthew Ryman 
and they had been together for twelve years. They 
were trying to have kids using Matthew’s younger 
sister Brooke as a Surrogate with donated eggs. 
Instead Ash smiled and said, “Yeah, I’m married.” 
“I’m part of the divorced cop club myself. 

Not that I’m alone in that club.” Stillman chortled. 
“What does the wifey think about you shipping 
out?” 

Ash felt himself bristle again, and then he 
reminded himself this was just part of the culture. 
“She gets it. She used to be an Army nurse, so she 


understands why I want to go over there.” 


Matthew had joined the service when he was 
eighteen and trained as a nurse. He probably 
understood better than anyone else Ash’s desire to 
go overseas. They met when Ash sliced his hand 
open on base. Matthew worked as a civilian RN 
then, and he stitched Ash up and sent him on his 
way. After that they kept running into each other on 
base and in the city. Eventually a mutual friend set 
them up on a blind date. 

Despite the Canadian military opening its 

doors to gays and lesbians in 1992, Ash remained 
in the closet until after he got out of the military. 
The environment was still anti-gay at times, and 
Ash knew, particularly going overseas and 

working with the American Military, he would be 
better off on this deployment to be seen as straight 
by all involved. The rumors of Don’t Ask Don’t 

Tell finally coming to an end weren’t good enough 
for Ash to want to throw himself under the bus. 


Breakfast ended and it broke Ash out of his 


funk. All of his fellow officers were in good 

spirits as they made their way to the classroom for 
the first official day of classes. 

They spent most of the first week in the 
classroom. The evenings were filled with remedial 
physical training for most of the officers. Ash and 
Jason were exempt since they were both in 
excellent physical shape, but they chose to attend 
most of the sessions in a show of good 
sportsmanship. 

Although the arrival of the first weekend 

offered a reprieve from the physical demands, for 
Ash he struggled not with the physical parts of the 
job, but the mental ones. 

Jason took off for the pool. He asked Ash to 

come with him, but Ash declined. He liked the 
younger man a lot. Part of him felt like he lied to 
Jason and to the rest of the group. Ten minutes 
after Jason left Ash pulled out his cell phone and 


dialed his home number. 


“Hey, Ash.” Matthew answered after the 

second ring. 

“I miss you.” 

“Jesus, Ash, you haven’t even been gone a 

week. How are you going to survive a nine month 
deployment if you miss me after a week?” 

“All right, fine, | don’t miss you.” 

“Liar, how is it going?” 

“Good. It’s a lot of classroom work, learning 

the culture and the language.” 

“So can you read Arabic?” 

“It’s Dari, and no, not even close, but we’re 
learning basic phrases like hello,” Ash said 
Matthew chuckled. “You speaking Arabic, or 

Dari or whatever, now that is an amusing thought. 
Horton misses you by the way.” 

“Really?” Ash missed his puppy too. Okay, at 
sixty pounds the four-year-old King Bassett hound 
was far from a puppy, but Ash still considered him 


one. “I miss him too.” 


“He’s so pitiful, or maybe he’s just picking 

up on my emotions. It’s kinda lonely without you 
here. | have no one to cook for.” 

“Cook for yourself or invite Brooke over. 

You need to fatten that girl up if she’s going to 
have our baby.” 

“Ash—” the sudden change of Matthew’s 

voice told Ash that their third attempt at in-vitro 
fertilization hadn’t been successful. 

“I’m sorry. They said we should take a break 

for three months and then try again. | have to agree. 
Brooke needs a break.” 

“Yeah. | don’t mind though. Just, | was really 
hoping.” Ash tried not to let the disappointment 
show through in his voice. 

“I was too, but I still love you, and look at it 

this way, now the baby won’t be born while you’re 
overseas.” 

“I guess, but how will | explain that my 


‘wife’ got pregnant while I’m in Afghanistan.” 


“Tell the truth or your version of it. She 

couldn’t get pregnant the natural way, so you tried 
in-vitro.” 

“| would have tried the natural way,” he 

teased. 

“Hands off the sister, dude.” 

“Just saying | would have.” Ash smiled 

because when he suggested that to Brooke she 
smacked him upside the head at the same time 
Matthew did. 

“Sure, sure, you don’t even like women.” 

“| do too, | like their curves.” 

“You like their boobs.” 

“Do you know a gay man who doesn’t?” 
Matthew paused for a second. “Nope, can’t 
think of a single one.” 

Both men laughed. Ash realized how much he 
missed this, being able to be comfortable with 
someone, not having to hide any part of his true 


self. Matthew accepted every part of Ash, even the 


parts he didn’t like. In turn Ash did the same. He 
wasn’t expecting the guys he worked with and 
trained with to do the same, but it would be nice 
not to have to hide and lock most of himself away. 
“Matthew?” 

“Yeah?” 

“| love you.” 

“I love you too, Ash.” 

“Am | making the right decision in doing 

this?” 

Matthew sighed. “I can’t answer that 

question. But | can tell you that I’ve always had 
one rule. We’ve always had one rule. No regrets. 
What’s the one thing you regretted in your life, 
Ash?” 

“Not going with my buddies over to 
Afghanistan.” 

“So if this is what you need to do to erase that 
guilt then do it. | love you, I’m proud of you, and 


most of all | have faith in you, but if you’re not a 


hundred percent sure you want to do this, then back 
out now while you still can.” 

Ash stopped and thought. /s this what he 

wanted? He thought he wanted it when he put his 
name down, and when he arrived. Did he really? 
Did he want to be another person for another ten 
months? The ultimate answer popped into his head 
as a resounding yes. He had to go. He needed to 
go, to honor those who never made it back. 
Matthew was right, he had to commit or walk 
away. Ash drew in a long breath and let it out. Ash 
wanted to go to Afghanistan 

“Ash?” 

“Still here.” 

“And?” 

“I’m going.” 

“I know. It’s not going to be easy, Ash. But 

you can do this.” 

“Thank you.” 

“That’s my job.” 


“Even if you hate it?” 

“Not hate it. | understand why you want to go. 
Why you need to go, Ash, but would you think I’m 
a Neanderthal just because | want to protect you? 
I’ve seen war, Ash. It’s not pretty. If | had my 
choice you’d be here with me safe, where | can 
protect you.” 

“I have no illusions about war being pretty or 
glamorous or anything but nine months of hell. But 
| have to go, Matthew. | have to.” 

“I know you do.” 

“And | don’t think you’re a complete 

Neanderthal, maybe a partial one though.” 

“I’m not any more of a Neanderthal than you 

are,” Matthew reminded him. “Remember the time 
you decided to protect me from that cat burglar?” 
“It wasn’t a cat burglar!” 

“It was a cat though! And you protected me 

very well from it...” 


“Matt. ” 


“With a hockey stick.” 

“Stop.” 

“That you keep under the bed.” 

“Don’t say it.” 

“To protect me from cats!” 

Both men burst into laughter. 

“That was a great night,” Ash said at last. 
“There will be plenty more like that,” 

Matthew assured him. 

“I hope so.” 

“I know so.” Matthew paused for a second. “I 
need to go get ready for work.” 

“Have a good night, | love you.” 

“Love you too.” Ash flipped his cell phone 
closed. Maybe he should go to the pool after all. 
Chapter Five 

Then there was Despair 

“Back to Afghanistan now where the bodies 

of ten Canadian soldiers and three civilian police 


officers have started their long journey back to 


Trenton, Ontario, tonight.” The newsreader spoke 
into the camera before they flashed over to scenes 
from the Ramp ceremony. The can of beer got 
tighter under David's grip. He wasn’t sure he 

could watch this. 

A reporter in Afghanistan came on the screen. 

“In what was one of the most deadly attacks on 
coalition soldiers since the war in Afghanistan 
began, five days ago a convoy of over twenty men, 
including 

coalition 

soldiers 

from 

Canada, 

America, and Great Britain, along with Afghan 
translators and civilian police officers, was hit 

with massive multiple IEDs that completely 
destroyed the vehicles they were travelling in. 

Two Canadian police officers who are here in 


Afghanistan serving with the civilian police 


contingent are still unaccounted for and are 
currently considered missing in action: Constable 
Ashley Cooper, who is an Edmonton City Police 
officer, and Constable Jason McCarthy, who is an 
RCMP officer stationed in New Brunswick. 

We've learned Constable Cooper spent over ten 
years in the Canadian army and had numerous 
deployments during that time. Constable Cooper 
and his partner are expecting their first child in just 
three months. The baby was conceived through in- 
vitro fertilization. As Constables Cooper and 
McCarthy have spent the past eight months in 
Afghanistan serving their country they were due to 
return home in three weeks.” 

The newscast switched back over to the main 
studio. “Constable McCarthy’s brother is also an 
RCMP officer currently stationed in Edmondson, 
New Brunswick. He spoke with our correspondent 
today from his home there.” 


The picture went from the news studio to 


Steve’s living room with Steve and Nancy on the 
couch. They both looked how David felt, like 
someone had ripped out their hearts and stomped 
on them, throwing salt on top just to make sure it 
hurt. The military had decided to keep the fact that 
both Ash and Jason were gay as hush-hush as they 
could. If insurgents were holding them, it would be 
a reason to kill the men rather than negotiate their 
release. They cut to Steve speaking, “Jason 
believed in what he was doing. He wanted to be 
over there. He volunteered the first chance he got.” 
A voiceover from the reporter: “The last time 

his brother heard from Constable McCarthy was 
the day before he disappeared. In an e-mail he said 
not to worry, that they were going on one last 
mission north, and he was looking forward to 
returning home in just a few short weeks.” 

Back to Steve and Nancy again. “I just want 

my brother home safe,” he said. “Not knowing 


where he is, it’s killing us, all of us.” Steve’s 


double meaning hit him hard. A howl escaped from 
his chest. He would not cry, he would not cry. 
The reporter’s voice: “If your brother can see 
this, what do you want to say to him?” she asked. 
“Jason. | love you. We all love you. Do what 
you have to do to come back to us. We’re 
waiting,” Steve said, tears threatening to spill 
over. 
Tears did spill down David's face. His 
whole body wracked in sobs. He’d never felt 
more helpless and alone in his entire life. 

eK 
Matthew didn’t want to leave their bedroom. 
He knew he had to. The world didn’t stop just 
because Ash was missing. Matthew’s world did 
stop though. Thank God for his parents and his 
sister, who had not left his side since they got the 
news about Ash. 
A soft tap on the bedroom door broke him out 


of his thought train. 


“Go away,” Matthew called. 

“Matty, come on, it’s me,” Brooke replied. 

As much as it hurt, Matthew couldn’t refuse 

his sister. “All right.” 

Brooke opened the door and shuffled through, 

six months pregnant and vibrant. She looked 
exhausted but she still glowed. “You look like 
crap, big bro,” she said plunking herself down on 
the bed. 

“You look tired,” Matthew retorted. “Are you 
Sleeping?” 

Brooke shook her head. “Nu-uh, this is about 

you, Matt.” 

“What about me?” Matthew snapped back. 
“You're not eating, you’re not sleeping, and 
you're barely leaving this room. Dammit, 
Matthew, stop being so selfish,” Brooke said, tears 
welling up in her eyes. “You’re not the only person 
hurting here.” 


“Hey.” Matthew reached out and pulled his 


baby sister into his arms. There was almost a 
decade between them, yet they had always been the 
closest out of all of their siblings. “I’m sorry, 
Brooke,” he said. “I know I’m being selfish. It just 
hurts so much.” 

“You think I’m not hurting,” Brooke replied. 

“I’m stuck with the thought that this baby is never 
going to have one of its fathers. She’s never going 
to meet her daddy.” 

“She?” Matthew asked. They had agreed not 

to find out about the sex of the baby. 

“Oh fuck, sorry, you didn’t want to know.” 

Tears slid down Brooke’s face. 

“Hey, it’s okay.” Matthew hugged his sister 
harder. “It’s okay. It will all work out okay. I’m 
having a daughter. How can anything be wrong 
with the world?” he asked. 

She sniffled. “He’s going to be okay, Matt, 

you know that, right? This is Ash we're talking 


about. He’s tougher than nails. He can survive 


anything. Remember the lake incident?” 

Matthew nodded. Shortly after they started 

dating Matthew invited Ash up to his family’s 
cottage on a remote lake in northern Alberta. Ash 
took the canoe out one morning and got lost when 
he travelled down a tributary. He was lost for over 
a week until he managed to make his way back to a 
cabin. That had been the most terrifying time in 
Matthew's life up to this point. “Yeah,” Matthew 
said. 

“Hey, if Ash can survive bears and coyotes, 

almost freezing to death in the Alberta wilderness, 
then the Afghanistan desert has got to be a piece of 
cake, right?” Brooke asked. 

Matthew nodded, tears slipping down his 

face. “He’s done it before, right? Ash is going to 

be fine.” 

Brooke hugged him. “That’s right. Just keep 
believing it, and it will come true.” 


More tears slipped down Matthew's face as 


he wished he could feel the same conviction that 
Brooke had, but in his gut he knew Ash wasn’t 
coming back to them. 

Chapter Six 

And Hope Given 

Jason cursed. His third attempt at hot-wiring 

the satellite phones and still no dice. It had been a 
week since the attack, a week since they had taken 
refuge with the group of Afghans, a week since 
Ash was seriously injured. Jason could feel sweat 
trickling down the back of his neck. He felt hot and 
dirty; dust seemed to coat his skin and every other 
part of his body. He would kill for a shower. 

Heck, he would kill for a sponge bath, but the area 
they were in experienced extreme drought. Water 
was only used for drinking, and even then it was in 
scarce quantities. 

“How’s it coming?” Karen asked. She looked 

up from her makeshift desk where she had been 


writing in her journal. 


“I honestly don’t have a clue what I’m doing, 
Karen,” Jason replied. “Technology isn’t my thing. 
I’m just trying to replicate what it looked like and 
pray | get it right. This is our best chance of getting 
out of here.” 

“I’m sorry it’s not my area of expertise 

either,” Karen replied. “I don’t know anyone in 
camp who would be able to do anything with them 
either...well, not anyone | trust anyway.” 

Jason cursed again. “We'll figure this out. 

We'll get out of here.” 

Karen gave Jason a small smile. “Of course 

we will,” she said. A knock reverberated off the 
door to Karen’s surgery, one of the few doors in 
the entire cave system. Usually just bits of cloth 
separated rooms and living quarters. “Wait,” she 
called in English, then in Dari. 

Jason hid the satellite phones in a box and 

gave it to Karen to hide them from whoever might 


be entering. Karen trusted certain members of the 


Afghan civilian camp, but she distrusted the 
majority. She had been here for over a year. Jason 
knew her instincts were accurate. 

“You may enter,” Karen said and one of the 

older girls opened the door. “Hello, Hasti,” Karen 
greeted her. “What can | do for you?” 

Hasti looked at Jason, her eyes wide. She 

said something in Dari and pointed at him. 

“Jason, why don’t you go check on Ash,” 

Karen suggested, her meaning clear. She needed to 
talk to Hasti alone. 

“Sure.” Jason stood up and left the main 

surgery. Ash had been re-located to the men’s 
Sleeping quarters yesterday. It wasn’t half as clean 
as the surgery, but Karen needed Ash out so she 
could attend to the women of the camp. 

This was only the second day Jason had been 
allowed to move around the tunnels and caves on 
his own. He had been intensely, if politely, 


questioned before they decided he was not an 


immediate threat. Guards were needed on all of the 
entrances to the cave and were in short supply, so 
it was more a lack of people to guard him than 
anything. They had also given them back their 
weapons and ammunition. Every man in camp had 
to be armed to protect the women and children. 

He made his way down the short tunnel to the 
Sleeping quarters. Women were in the front part of 
the quarters sewing on cloth and doing other 
domestic chores. They all looked down or looked 
away when he passed trying not to catch his 
attention. Karen had been careful to explain the 
rules regarding women to him. 

They must never speak to a man who was not 

their direct relative unless they had permission 
from a male family member, usually the head of the 
household, to do so. They must never look directly 
at a male either. Jason should never touch a 
woman, nor should he speak to one unless it 


couldn't be avoided. Women were property, and 


unless they were claimed by a certain age, they 
were community property to be shared by any man 
in the camp who wished to use them. Karen told 
him rape happened with startling regularity, 
especially to women who had been widowed, or 
girls who had no male family members left. The 
rules were similar to the ones he had been taught in 
training, but living in a society and following the 
rules was much different from learning about them. 
The group arranged for Karen to be married 

after she had been with the Afghans for three 
months. Karen insisted her husband was one of the 
better men in camp, but Jason saw the bruises on 
her arms when she went to go scrub up to take care 
of Ash. He hated this. He hated being here. He 
wanted to get them and Karen out as soon as 
possible. 

He kept going through the tunnel to the male 
sleeping quarters. If men weren't married or had no 


wives or children in the group then they slept in 


here. The cots were Russian military surplus, and 
the mattresses were often stuffed with straw or 
cloth. His back ached from sleeping on them—they 
were much too short for his 6’2” frame. 

Not that Ash fit much better, but he had a 

Slightly better cot than the others as well as 
pillows from Karen’s surgery. She didn’t want 

Ash to put too much pressure on his shoulder yet. 
Jason found him sitting up in bed scratching 

away in a journal Karen had given him. 

“Hey,” he said when he saw Jason appear 

from the tunnel. “How's it going?” 

“All right.” He looked around the cave to 

make sure no one hid in the corners. “They’re 
pretty damaged. | don’t know enough about them to 
be of any real help,” Jason admitted. He wished 
he’d been more of a techie back home. 

Ash sighed. “I’m not much better, especially 

when I’m stuck in here. Not to mention the women 


who are supposed to watch me won't even let me 


out of bed.” 

“I know. Look, once your shoulder has healed 

up more we'll be able to come up with a better 
plan. We just need to bide our time until then,” 
Jason replied. 

“And avoid Sharif and his daughters,” Ash 

added in with a small groan. 

“Not again?” Jason asked. He had put his foot 
down when Sharif tried to offer his oldest 
daughter, who was barely fourteen, to him fora 
wife. He put it in no uncertain terms that he was 
married with three children, and his wife would 

cut off his nuts and feed them to the mules if she 
knew he messed around with anyone else. Ash had 
tried to be as emphatic, but Sharif would not take 
no for an answer in his case. 

“Yes, again. This time she was in my bed 

giggling. | had to threaten to call her mother to get 
her to leave,” Ash said. 


“Do you want me to talk to Sharif? I’ve told 


him you’re married and expecting a child. | don’t 
know what else to say to him,” Jason offered. 

“I don’t think anything is going to change his 
mind, not unless we tell him—” Ash trailed off 
raising his eyebrow. 

“Heck no. We can not tell him that. Do you 

really want to get us both shot?” Jason asked, 
glancing around again, paranoid someone would 
be listening in. 

“No, | Know. Sorry. I’m hurt, tired, and a bit 
cranky, and annoyed as hell. | don’t want to do this 
anymore.” 

“Neither do I, Ash,” Jason agreed. “We're 

going to do what we have to do to Survive.” 

“I know. Sorry, I’m frustrated.” 

“We both are.” Jason gave Ash a smirk. “In 

more than one way.” 

“Oh God, | wasn’t even thinking of that.” Ash 
landed a soft punch to Jason’s upper arm. 


“Sorry.” Jason apologized. “I was just trying 


to make you laugh.” 
“I know you were.” Ash settled against the 
pillows. “Remember the day | found out about 
you?” he asked. 
“Oh God,” Jason groaned. “That was so 
embarrassing. | have no excuse, other than you’re 
gorgeous and | was massively deprived.” 
“Was?” Ash teased. 
“Am,” Jason agreed. 
“It worked out in the end though,” Ash said 
with a small smile. 
“Yeah, it did.” 

RK 
Ash padded out of the bathroom, a towel 
wrapped around his waist. Jason lounged on his 
bed already dressed, lying on his stomach typing 
away on his laptop. Another day filled with 
classroom work so Ash pulled out a button-up red 
Shirt and a pair of beige cords. He smiled because 


the red shirt actually belonged to Matthew. It 


drove the older man crazy when he stole his 
clothes. Ash liked it, however, a sense of comfort 
in sharing something so close with his partner. 
Ash pulled his towel off and started drying 

his hair and upper torso. He caught Jason’s gaze 
from under the terrycloth. It wasn’t a curious 
glance, or even a ‘let’s compare’ glance. It was a 
full-on ‘I want me some’ kind of a stare. 

Ash dropped the towel to the floor. Jason 

didn’t seem to realize his stare, his eyes focused 
on Ash’s manhood, which seemed to sense the 
gaze and had started to lengthen, despite Ash 
having taken care of himself in the shower. 
Neither man spoke. Finally Ash broke the 

Silence. “Jason?” 

Immediately the younger man blushed a dark 
red. “Ash, just—Sorry,” he mumbled. Snapping his 
laptop shut, Jason scrambled off the bed and all 
but ran from their room, but not fast enough that 


Ash didn’t notice his hard-on through his dress 


pants. 

“Well, fuck,” Ash said dropping himself 

down onto the bed rolling everything that had just 
happened around in his mind. They had been 
roommates for three weeks. It wasn’t the first time 
Ash thought there was something different about 
Jason. Every time he talked about his wife he 
always paused as though trying to get the pronouns 
right. More than once Ash though he heard a male 
voice on the end of the line when Jason said good- 
bye, but he always just wrote it off. Now Ash had 

a sneaking suspicion. 

Jason was gay. 

Could he be so lucky? Could his roommate 

really be gay? Not that he was interested in Jason 
in a romantic sense, rather in a friendship sense. 
He wouldn’t have to hide as much anymore. He 
glanced at the clock. Almost time for breakfast. He 
had no idea where Jason went, but clearly they 


needed to talk. Ash dressed and went down to the 


mess hall. Most of the guys were there, including 
Jason. Ash took an empty seat a couple of places 
away. 

Jason looked a little soooked and avoided 

Ash's gaze. He ignored Ash for the entire morning, 
choosing Dwight to be his partner instead of Ash 
for search procedure review. 

Ash didn’t care that Jason dodged him, but the 
guys were noticing and starting to tease. They were 
in the mess hall for lunch, and Jason sat as far as 
possible from him without sitting at a different 
table. 

“What’s the matter, did you boys have a 

fight?” Dwight asked. 

“Maybe you should kiss and make up,” Max 
Swartz, another CivPol training member, said 
making a kissy face. 

“Fuck off,” Jason replied. He inhaled his 

food and disappeared with still forty minutes left 


in the break. 


Ash gave him a five-minute start and headed 
upstairs. He knew Jason liked to use their lunch 
breaks to call his ‘wife’ back east. 

Ash approached their room. He could hear a 
muffled voice coming from inside. Jason sounded 
like he was on the phone, however he couldn't 
make out the conversation. 

The look Jason gave him as he came in would 
have frozen the Sahara desert. “I need to go, love 
you, bye,” he said flipping his cell phone closed. 
Ash shut the door and took two steps towards 
Jason. “We need to talk,” he said. 

“No, we don’t,” Jason replied, moving to 

push past Ash. 

Ash held out his arm to stop. “Yes, we do.” 
“Look, I’m sorry. l'Il request a new 

roommate—” 

“I don’t want a new roommate.” 

“I never meant to put you in that position.” 


“What position? Would you let me talk?” Ash 


tried to interrupt again. 

Jason ignored him. “I just have to ask that you 
don’t tell anyone.” Jason started to pull away 
again. Ash grabbed him, stood up a bit higher and 
pressed his lips to Jason’s. 

Jason didn’t move, as if frozen in shock. Ash 
urged the kiss forward, and Jason allowed him in. 
They shared a soft kiss before Ash backed away. 
“Matthew,” he said. 

“What?” Jason asked, blinking at his 

roommate, his roommate who'd just kissed him. 
“My husband’s name is Matthew,” Ash 

repeated. 

“Huh, you’re—You mean—Heoly shit!” Jason 

said. He sat down on the edge of Ash’s bed. “You 
just kissed me!” 

Ash shrugged. “It was the only way to make 

you shut up and listen.” 

“David’s going to kill me,” he groaned. 


“Is David your partner?” Ash asked. He 


settled himself on the bed by Jason. 

Jason nodded. “Husband,” he said ina 

whisper. 

“Anything else you want to tell me?” Ash 

asked with a sly smile. 

Jason shook his head. “Give me a minute. | 

need to process this.” Ash sat next to Jason 
watching the storm of emotions cross over his 
face. “I’m sorry,” he said when the storm cleared. 
“For what, Jason? You haven’t done anything 
wrong. You haven’t done anything | haven’t done,” 
Ash pointed out. 

“| thought you were trying for kids,” Jason 

Said. 

“We are. Matthew’s sister, Brooke, is our 
surrogate,” Ask 

explained 

with 

a 


smile. 


“Everything else | told you is true, just substitute 
he for she and Matthew for Brooke.” 

Jason nodded. “Same. David is Darlene.” He 
laughed. “This is crazy, insane. You’re really 
gay?” he asked in disbelief. 

“I’m really gay,” Ash confirmed. 

“Holy shit!” Jason said again. “How are you 

so calm?” 

“I figured you out this morning. I’ve had time 
to adjust,” Ash teased. 

“Oh man, was | that fucking obvious?” Jason 
asked, hiding his face in his hands. 

“Not really no, but you know the saying, takes 
one to know one.” 

Jason laughed ruefully. “Yeah. If it helps | 

had no clue about you.” 

“I spent a lot of years hiding my relationship 
with Matthew.” He shrugged. “Just practice, | 
guess.” 


“Are you still hiding with Matthew?” 


“God, no. It’s the reason | left the military so 

| could be out with Matthew. It’s not always easy, 
but we're happy.” 

Jason nodded his head in understanding. 

“We're out as well. | decided to keep it hush-hush 
for now though. | mean working with the American 
military and in a country where being gay can get 
you shot. We decided—| decided—to hide my 
relationship with David.” 

“We decided much the same thing,” Ash 

agreed. He looked at his watch. Their lunch hour 
was almost up. “Hey, we need to get back to the 
classroom. Why don’t you give David a quick call 
and tell him it’s okay. You can tell him about me if 
| can tell Matthew about you.” 

“Deal.” Jason smiled. “Thanks, l'Il be right 

behind you.” Jason pulled out his cell phone and 
starting dialing. Ash clapped his friend on the 
shoulder. On his way out the door he heard Jason 


say, “David, you’re never going to believe what 


just happened.” 

Chapter Seven 

There were Revelations and 

Consequences 

It was late. Ash knew that without looking at 

his watch. Not that he would be able to see his 
watch. The bunkroom felt darker than usual, the 
electric lights, oil lamps, and flashlights were off 
for the night. Instead, a steady stream of snores 
sounded from around the room. They reverberated 
off of the cave walls echoing louder with each 
passing minute. He sighed and turned over then 
hissed as his shoulder pulled. It had been a week 
and a half since the IED attack. His shoulder 
healed cleanly thanks to Karen. It still hurt though, 
and he refused to take the opium draft she offered, 
the only form of pain control offered in this crude 
place. 

The network of caves and the people who 


lived in them amazed Ash. They got by with little 


to nothing, and although he didn’t agree with many 
of their traditions and laws, somehow they were 
carving a life for themselves in the most barren of 
places. 

Ash shifted again trying to get comfortable on 

the hard mattress. The things he had seen in the 
week and a half since he had been here had 
Surprised him. They had a rough form of schooling, 
which included teaching the children English. The 
men guarded the caves, but they also worked to 
keep the small herd of goats safe as well as 
working a tiny patch of earth where they grew figs 
and whatever else they could get seeds for. 

His eyes were heavy, and Ash’s brain moved 
towards the edge of sleep when shouts sounded 
from the outer part of the cave system. It jolted Ash 
awake along with most of the other men, including 
Jason who started getting dressed. Ash started to 
crawl out of bed to dress, but Jason stopped him. 


“Stay here,” Jason hissed. “You'll be safe.” 


Jason haphazardly buttoned up his shirt then 
grabbed the rifle that hung over the bottom of his 
bunk. “lIl go find out what’s going on.” 

Jason disappeared into the dark with a 

number of the other men, leaving Ash feeling alone 
and vulnerable. He scrambled to the edge of his 
own bunk retrieving his own weapon. He suddenly 
felt more secure but far from safe. 

Some lights were on further into the cave 
indicating that those in the family sleeping area 
were awake as well. Men and even some women 
passed Ash going into the outer caves. It didn’t 
take long for Jason to return. 

“What’s going on?” Ash asked in a hushed 

tone. 

“Seems like someone is bombing a 

neighboring cave system,” Jason replied. “Doesn’t 
look like they’re coming this far south, but it’s 
possible. They’re alerting everyone in case we 


have to move out of this system into the desert.” 


“Well, 

IS 

that 

someone 

friendly 

or 

unfriendly,” Ash asked. If they were friendlies then 
they might be able to wave them down. Get help. 
“Depends on who you ask,” Jason retorted. 
“Sharif said the area had seen a lot of bombing by 
American drones in the past few weeks, trying to 
drive the insurgents out into the open. That being 
said, the caves they’re currently bombing are 
empty. Again according to Sharif.” 

“If they’re empty why are they bombing 

them?” Ash asked. His brain slowly processed the 
information Jason told him. 

Ash could see Jason half shrug in the dim 

light. “Who knows, old intelligence, incorrect 


scouting? Missed target. Heck, it’s the Americans. 


They’ll bomb stuff just for an excuse to hear things 
go boom.” 

Ash burst into laughter, and he welcomed the 

brief respite from the fact that it could very well 

be their cave system being bombed instead of the 
empty one. Jason knew it too. Under the calm 
exterior he coiled tight. Ash could see the 
unforgiving tension of his muscles in the way he 
held his jaw. He had seen this before in countless 
other soldiers. Jason was on constant high alert not 
just for himself, but for Ash as well. 

“We should be okay here,” Ash said. He 

broke the uneasy silence separating them. “We're 
deep enough in the cave system, and the rooms are 
well stabilized. Even with a few direct hits we 
shouldn’t sustain any major damage.” 

Jason nodded, almost imperceptibly. “Let’s 

hope you’re right, Ash.” 

The caves had grown eerily quiet as though 


everyone lay in wait. Oppression grew heavy on 


Ash's chest. Finally he spoke. “When is the last 
time you talked to David?” 

The question caught Jason off guard. “Why?” 

he snapped, but then he sighed. “The day before 
the IED attack. | chatted with him for a few 
minutes on the computer.” 

“What did he say?” Ash asked. It was a tactic 

he had learned when he was in the military. Talk 
about something other than the situation you were 
in. It would help refocus their energies. 

“I don’t even remember.” 

“Try.” 

Jason sighed. “We talked about how the kids 

made a paper chain, counting down the days until | 
was home. And how they were all driving to 
Halifax to meet me, but their mom was coming too 
so that we could have some adult alone time.” 
“Anything else?” 

“He said he loved me. He always says | love 


you, I’m proud of you, l'Il see you soon.” Jason 


paused, and ran his hands over his face. “He 
would always say he was proud of me.” Jason 
shook his head. “I’m not so sure he would be if he 
Saw me right now.” 

“Of course he’s proud of you, Jason,” Ash 

replied. He reached out and touched his friend’s 
shoulder. “I know he is.” 

Jason shrugged his hand away. “I don’t. He 

didn’t want me to go. Right up until | got on the 
plane he kept asking me to reconsider. To change 
my mind.” 

“You didn't though.” 

“| didn’t at first, but now I’m starting to think 

he was right. All of the things he said to me after 
he found out | volunteered, everything he tossed 
around was right.” Jason stared at the wall of the 
cave. “Why the hell did he have to be right?” 
Ash moved over to Jason and wrapped his 

good arm around him. “Tell me what happened.” 


Jason sighed. “It was almost a year ago...” 


KKK K 


“Alpha Bravo Three, to Bravo Sierra Four, 

come in.” David’s voice crackled as it came over 
Jason's radio. 

“Go ahead, Alpha Bravo Three.” 

Suddenly a bright white light shone into his 
cruiser. “Tag, you're it.” Jason swore he could 

hear the groan of the dispatcher as he threw his 
cruiser into reverse and went after David. Close to 
three a.m., and there hadn't been a call, let alone 
another car, on the road in over an hour. 

They rarely got a lot of calls on a weeknight, 

not this late anyway. Generally they were all 
sitting around trying not to fall asleep. Jason hadn’t 
played spotlight tag in about a year. David taunted 
him over the radio. “Catch me if you can.” Son of 
a bitch. Jason whipped around as he saw a cruiser 
going down a side street. It wasn’t David, but it 
would do. He called Alley on the radio. “Bravo 


Sierra Four to Alpha Echo Two, come in.” 


“Alpha Echo Two, go ahead, Bravo Sierra 

Four.” 

Jason placed his spotlight so it hit Alley’s 

cruiser dead on. “You're it,” he told her before 
speeding away. 

“Hey. No fair!” Alley half shouted over the 

radio. 

Jason laughed as he drove away. He sped 

along one side street then another; he pulled 
around to the back of the church parking lot. 
Hiding his cruiser behind the large stone building 
he turned his lights off. He sent a message on the 
MDT to all of the other cruisers. “Hiding behind 
one of the oldest buildings in town.” 

David shot an answer back. “The mill?” 

Jason didn’t reply. Alley came back with, 
“Murray’s Gas Station?” 

Before Jason could say that they were 

guessing in the wrong part of town, their radio 


went off. 


“Bravo Sierra Four, come in, Bravo Sierra 

Four.” Jason didn’t recognize the male voice but 
responded anyway. 

“This is Bravo Sierra Four.” 

“Bravo Sierra Four, this is Mary Edward 

with City PD. Are you guys playing spotlight tag?” 
Jason smiled. “That’s a 10-4, Mary Edward” 

“Can we play?” 

Before Jason could respond David cut in. 

“Alpha Bravo Three to Mary Edward.” 

“Mary Edward.” 

“The more the merrier.” 

Jason laughed at David. “Can you receive our 
MDT messages?” David’s voice crackled over the 
radio. 

“Negative, Alpha Bravo Three.” 

“10-4, Echo Alpha Two is it. Bravo Sierra 

Four is currently hiding behind the one of the 
oldest buildings in town, and | am perusing books 


at an education institute,” David replied. 


Jason grinned because he knew exactly where 
David was. He had never been very inventive 
when it came to his hiding spots, always choosing 
the same two or three for as long as Jason had 
been playing with him. It made him easy to pick 
on. “Echo Alpha Two to Mary Edward, which 

units are participating?” 

“All units are participating, Echo Alpha 

Two.” 

“Excellent! You’re it.” Jason could hear 

Alley’s giggle before the radio cut off. 

“John Five is it,” a female voice spoke. 

“Looking for clues.” 

A couple of the City PD officers gave clues 

over the radio, two of which Jason figured out. 
After about ten minutes. A spotlight hit Jason’s car. 
“Tag! You're it!” came over the radio from a City 
PD officer. 

“Bravo Sierra Four is currently it,” Jason 


broadcast over the radio. He left his hiding spot 


and headed straight for the CCNB campus on 
Youghall. He knew that would be David’s choice. 
He spotted two more cruisers along the way, 

but he wanted to get David as he had started the 
whole spotlight tag game—it would be payback. 
Jason pulled his cruiser up to the front of the 
building. He stopped it and got out, taking the 
handheld spotlight with him. He edged around to 
the back, and sure enough David had parked his 
cruiser there. He crouched low and worked his 
way along, careful not to make any sudden 
movements that would alert David to his presence. 
He moved into David’s blind spot before he 
started his approach on the cruiser. He could hear 
the radio’s crackle and David typing on the keys of 
his laptop. 

He paused, waiting for a moment when David 
would be relaxed and unsuspecting. He brought his 
head up. David bent over the keyboard as he typed 


away on his MDT, most likely filling out reports, 


thinking he’d have plenty of warning to speed 
away. Jason knew this spot from when they were 
partners. Spotlight tag was a favorite pastime 
when the calls were dead like this. Usually they 
used their Mobile Data Terminals to play. Jason 
didn’t want to think about how much hell they were 
going to catch if anyone higher up heard them on 
the radio playing spotlight tag. 

David stopped typing and started murmuring 

to himself about something, distracted enough so 
Jason did what anyone would do. He jumped up, 
shone the spotlight at David and screamed through 
the open window on the passenger side of the 
cruiser. “You're it!” 

David responded by shouting and reaching for 

his gun. “Fuck, Jason. You scared the crap out of 
me.” 
“Sorry,” Jason apologized flicking the 


spotlight off. He opened the passenger door to the 


cruiser and sat down. “Payback.” 

David rolled his eyes. “For what this time.” 
“Last night,” Jason replied. 

“Oh come on, you cannot hold that against 
me.” 

“I can, and I will,” Jason retorted. He 

reached over, double-checking that the audio 
recorder was off. Every cruiser had an audio 
video recorder. David usually had it switched to 
record only when the lights were activated, but 
once in a while someone had it recording all the 
time. He did not want this conversation on record. 
Jason gave David a slight nod, and David 
responded by leaning forward and giving Jason a 
quick but heated kiss. “You can’t because you 
liked it too much.” 

“Bastard,” Jason whispered, nibbling on 

David’s lip. 

David pulled away and put his hands up in 


mock defense. “Handcuffs were your idea.” 


“Cops and robbers were yours,” Jason 

retorted. 

David shook his head. “You’re the one who 

kicked me!” 

“I’m the one with handcuff bruises on his 

wrists!” 

David suppressed a smirk. “You shouldn’t 

have struggled so hard!” 

Jason leaned over and kissed David again. 

“You can be the one cuffed next time,” Jason 
retorted. “I should get back to my cruiser in case a 
call comes in.” He kissed David again. It felt 
naughty to be sitting in the front seat of David’s 
cruiser making out. Even if there weren’t a 
snowball’s chance in hell that someone would see 
them. 

“We'll see,” David teased. 

Jason got out of the car and reminded David. 
“Don’t forget you're it!” Jason could hear him 


cursing as he jogged back to the front of the 


building where he parked his cruiser. 

He slid behind the wheel as David raced out 

of the parking lot headed back toward the main 
part of town. Jason waited and then headed down 
to the beach. Being late September and well past 
midnight, there probably wouldn’t be anyone 
around. He could hide out there for an hour or so, 
do some paperwork, and relax. 

“Bravo Sierra Four is checking out nurses,” 

Jason broadcast over the radio, deliberately 
throwing them off of him. There were enough 
people playing that Jason wouldn’t be missed for a 
while. 

“Alpha Echo Two to Bravo Sierra Four, you 

had better be careful what you say on here,” Alley 
half-heartedly warned. “Someone might hear,” she 
said, meaning David might. Jason didn’t care. He 
got a good kick out of it, and he knew David would 
as well. 


“10-4, Alpha Echo Two, l'Il keep that in 


mind,” Jason replied. 

He pulled onto a road that led to the beach. 
Slowing his cruiser, he kept an eye out for 
amorous couples, of which he found none, and 
wildlife, of which he found several. The road 
ended in a cul-de-sac to turn around in, and Jason 
parked, his cruiser facing the road in case anyone 
came, or he had to respond to a call. 

Spotlight tag broke up around six when City 

PD got a call for an accident. Feeling safe to 
venture out Jason made his way back to the 
Bathurst office for the final hour of the shift. Grant 
was away for a vacation in Europe so he got 
loaned out to Bathurst for the week, not that he 
minded. He missed his old stomping grounds. 
Jason pulled into the lot to find David’s 

cruiser there already. He grabbed his stuff out of 
the back of the cruiser and made his way inside. 
He passed by Monica's office only to hear 


her shout his name. Shit. Monica never came in 


this early unless there was a problem. 

He turned around and went back to her office. 
David already sat in one of the chairs in front of 
her desk looking guilty. “Hey, Monica, what’s 

up?” 

She nodded for him to close the door and then 

sit. He took the chair next to David. She looked at 
David “Three things,” she started. “First, Spotlight 
tag, on the radio? Really, David?” 

David held his hands up in innocence. “Hey, 

we were using interagency cooperation to practice 
our search, rescue, and recovery skills,” he said. 
Monica held her serious face for a moment 

then she cracked a smile. “Just keep it off the 
radio, okay? | don’t need another reason to get 
more crap from the brass.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” David replied with a smile. 

Jason grinned as well. Monica let them get away 
with much more than most sergeants would. 


“Secondly, when using your handcuffs for,” 


she paused for a second, “non-regulation 
activities, use something soft, like a face cloth, 
between the skin and the handcuff. | don’t care 
what you do off-duty, but | can’t have my officers 
walking around with obvious handcuff bruises.” 
Jason tugged the sleeves of his uniform shirt 
down trying to hide what Monica had clearly 
already seen. “Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled. He 
could feel a small blush under the collar of his 
bulletproof vest. 

Monica cleared her throat. “Third and lastly, 
Jason, your application to join the Civilian Police 

in Afghanistan has been accepted. You leave the 
first of November for the six-week military course, 
and then you’re off for two weeks and a bit over 
Christmas. You leave the first week of January for 
a nine-month rotation.” 

Jason blinked. In all that had happened since 

he volunteered he had forgotten he had even put his 


name down to go to Afghanistan. 


Before he could fully process what Monica 

just told him David spoke up. “What the hell, your 
application for CivPol? Jason, when the fuck did 
you do that?” David hissed at him. 

Shit, he had also forgotten all those months 

ago to tell David that he volunteered. “David,” he 
didn’t know what to say. This was major, beyond 
major, and Jason had excluded David from the 
process. Even though he had signed up at the very 
beginning of their relationship, David still should 
have had a say. Shit. 

“We'll talk about this at home, Jason,” David 

said before standing up and storming out of 
Monica’s office. 

Monica sat there in silence, regarding Jason. 
Eventually she said, “l'Il give you the orientation 
package. Go finish your paperwork and head 
home. | think you and David need to talk.” She 
handed him a thick manila envelope and dismissed 


him from her office with the wave of her hand. 


Jason walked to his borrowed desk, still 

s tunne d. He was going to Afghanistan. He 
dropped himself into his chair and just sat for a 
long time. David had disappeared, nowhere to be 
seen. They didn’t need to have a fight in the office. 
Jason just sat and stared. He didn’t snap out of his 
semi-trance until the day shift came in. 

He finished up the necessary reports and left. 

He had taken his own vehicle to work rather than 
drive with David, which they usually did if they 
were working together. 

David’s car wasn’t in the parking lot when 

Jason left the office, nor was it parked in the 
driveway at their house when he pulled in. He felt 
a little miffed. Where the heck would David be? 
Especially after a night shift when they had 
something so important to talk about. 

Jason grabbed his bag out of the back along 

with the envelope containing the information and 


went into the house. It sat dark and silent, mocking 


him. 

He dropped his bag off in the hall then 

shuffled into the bedroom. A week of doing night 
Shifts took its toll, as did the whopper Monica had 
just delivered. Jason stripped out of his uniform 
and then hit the shower. He let the hot water pulse 
over him trying to relax some of the tension out of 
his shoulders. It didn’t work. 

The clock read five to eight by the time Jason 
stepped out of the bathroom. David still wasn’t 
home. His body screamed for sleep, but his brain 
spun in a million directions. His partner would 
come home, he had to. Jason fell onto their bed 
without even bothering to dry off and sleep 
overtook him. 

The bed dipped some time later, and Jason 

felt David tug the towel away and pull the covers 
over him. He didn’t say anything, although he 
wanted to, but exhaustion won out. He snuggled 


into the warm embrace of his partner and went 


back to sleep. 

Jason woke up in the late afternoon, only to 

find the bed empty. He pulled on a pair of boxer 
briefs before venturing out into the kitchen in 
search of coffee. A fresh made pot sat on the 
machine, but David once again was missing. Jason 
poured himself a cup. He added the right amount of 
Coffeemate before searching the house. He found 
David dressed in the basement typing away on his 
laptop. 

“Hey,” Jason said from the bottom of the 

stairs. David looked exhausted. He was pale, with 
dark circles under his eyes. Clearly he hadn’t slept 
well, most likely not at all. 

David looked up and smiled before going 

back to his screen. 

Jason took that as an invitation and dropped 
himself onto the couch next to David. “Where did 
you go this morning?” he asked. 


David shrugged and snapped the lid of the 


laptop down. “Just needed to think.” 

“Dave,” Jason whispered. He reached over 

and touched David’s arm. “I’m sorry.” 

“Sorry for what exactly, Jason? Deciding to 

take off to a war zone, or not talking to me about 
it.” 

“For not talking to you about it.” 

“So you're okay with taking off to a fucking 

war zone, Jase? Huh? Just up and leaving me, 
leaving the kids?” David words were soft, slow, 
but Jason could sense the anger and the hurt. “Not 
even telling me you were thinking about it, let 
alone actually volunteering to go.” 

“It’s not like that, David,” Jason replied in 

the same soft even tone; both of them needed to 
keep their tempers in check. “There is so much 
more about it. A lot about it you don’t get.” 
“Then fucking explain it to me, Jason. 

Because you're right—I don’t get it.” David 


started to raise his voice. “I don’t understand how 


the fuck you can volunteer to go and get yourself 
blown up!” 

“I’m not going to get blown up, David,” Jason 
replied. “It’s actually very safe for CivPol 
members. We’ll mostly be working with the 
Afghan National Police in training facilities, away 
from any of the danger zones.” 

“I don’t care. | don’t want you to go.” 

David’s firm voice betrayed his hurt. 

“You just don’t understand.” Jason felt his 

throat thicken and tears burn at the back of his 
eyes. Why wouldn’t David support him on this? 
His frustration level rose. He didn’t know how he 
felt about it himself and having David against it 
wasn’t helping. 

“What don’t | understand, Jason?” David 
Snapped. 

“My best friend died over there, okay?” Jason 
Snapped back. “Fuck, all right, is that what you 


wanted to hear? We were barely out of high 


school, and he got sent over there without me and 
he died. | didn’t join up with him because | wanted 
to be RCMP. | didn’t go over there to protect him, 
and | wasn’t there to stop him from dying.” 

“So this is some fucked up guilt trip then, 

Jason?” David threw back. “About some best 
friend you’ve never mentioned? Jesus, Jason, some 
days | feel like | don’t know you. Do you know 
what hurts more than you not telling me? Than you 
lying to me about all of this?” 

Jason shook his head. 

“It’s knowing I’m not worth the truth. You 

still keep so much of yourself locked away. | just 
wish for once you would trust me.” 

“I do trust you, David.” 

“Prove it.” 

David’s challenge hurt more than Jason 

wanted to admit. Jason shook his head. “How the 
hell do you expect me to do that, David?” 


“I don’t know,” David replied. “Don’t go.” 


“I can’t ‘not go’. They’re counting on me. | 

want to go. | want to help people. | want to make a 
real difference as a police officer.” Jason fought 
the tears that were still threatening. He loved 
David, he wanted nothing more than for David to 
love and support him in this one thing. David 
didn’t understand he had wanted this for almost 
eight years. He almost didn’t become a police 
officer when wrestling with the decision to enlist 
years ago. 

David gave Jason an incredulous look. “You 

do make a difference here, with me. Safe in 
Canada. Not in some foreign country where you 
can get shot, or blown up by an IED, or kidnapped 
and murdered for just being you.” 

“Locking up the same drunk three times in one 
week for beating on his wife. Knowing you'll be 
back there next week. Picking up kids for dealing 
drugs when they should be worrying about which 


dress to wear to the middle school dance. That’s 


not making a difference, that’s cleaning up shit no 
one else wants to deal with.” 

“That’s what police work is, Jason, dealing 

with shit no one else wants to. Cops are the social 
worker, the mediator, the person who listens when 
no one else does. All we do is clean up shit. Going 
to Afghanistan isn’t going to change that.” The tone 
of David’s voice told Jason he was on the verge of 
tears as well. 

“I know,” Jason replied. “This is my chance 

to do more than clean up shit.” 

David blinked rapidly. “What about us. How 

are you going to explain me to people? How are 
you going to explain the kids?” 

“Don’t ask, don’t tell.” Those words cut deep 

into Jason. He hated saying it. No one could know 
about them, not while he was training, not when 
worked with American military, and certainly not 
while he was in Afghanistan. To keep him safe, 


their relationship had to be secret. 


A tear slid down David's face. “You're 

giving up everything for this. | hope you know 
that,” he whispered. 

“David—” Jason started. He tried to pull 

David in close to him, but David pushed him 
away. 

“| need some time to think, Jason,” he said 
before snatching up his laptop and storming 
upstairs. 

Jason sat on the couch for a long time after 
David left. What was he doing? Was he really 
going to risk everything, including David, to go 
to Afghanistan? He felt so torn that, after what 
seemed like ages, he just buried his head in his 
hands and cried, hoping at least it would make him 
feel better. 

Chapter Eight 

There was Love and Understanding 

Ash listened to Jason talk about David and 


his pain. He got hit with an overwhelming feeling 


of guilt. Matthew had been supportive from the 
very start. Even before Ash knew he had a chance 
to go to CivPol, Matthew had told him he 
Supported his decision to put his name in. 

God, how did he get so lucky? Ash 

scrutinized Jason, who looked so torn. His 
emotions were starting to chip away at the tough 
exterior. Jason was headed for a crash, mentally if 
not physically, which wasn’t something either of 
them could afford. 

“I’m sorry,” Ash apologized. “I didn’t mean 

to bring up those feelings.” 

Jason shrugged. “They’re always there. Helps 

to talk about them a bit | think.” Jason shifted close 
to Ash. “When was the last time you talked to 
Matthew?” 

“About a week or so before the attack. He’s 
working some crazy shifts right now so he could 
have a good chunk of time off when I get home.” 


Ash felt his face twitch. “I talked to Brooke 


mostly.” 

“How is she doing?” Jason asked. Brooke 

would be about six months pregnant now. “She 
said she feels great,” Ash replied. “Kept showing 
me her stomach on webcam and pointed out where 
the arms and legs were. She was glowing.” 

“If only you were straight,” Jason teased. 

“Eww, girls, and that’s my little sister.” 

“Who you got pregnant.” 

“With a turkey baster and a mixing bowl,” 

Ash retorted. Both men laughed. 

“What happened when Matthew found out 

about you coming to Afghanistan,” Jason asked. 
Ash felt himself blush. “Uhh, well,” he 

cleared his throat. “He found out before | did that | 
was going, so he planned a—uhh—surprise.” 

“Go on,” Jason probed. 

“Do | have to?” 

“Yes,” Jason replied. 


“Well, Matthew’s always had a kinky side.” 


KKK K 


Ash stomped his boots off on the porch before 
opening the door to the mudroom. He still had 
three more hours in his shift. The shift was running 
slow though. The snow had kept most people home 
and off the roads. He called Matthew and asked 
him to make dinner for the two of them, as he 
would be able to stop at home to eat. 

“Hey,” Matthew called from the kitchen once 

Ash shut the door against the cold. 

“Hey,” Ash called back. He wiped his feet 

off further and walked on the mat through the hall. 
He didn’t take his boots off in case he had to leave 
in a hurry. 

Matthew stood at the stove hovering over a 

pot of something that smelled amazing. He smiled 
at Ash as he entered the kitchen. “How’s work?” 
Matthew asked, turning around to face Ash. 
“Slow.” He grabbed Matthew and pulled him 


towards him. Matthew dipped his head just enough 


to reach the slightly shorter man and tug his lips 
into a dominating kiss. 

This was the first time they had properly seen 
each other in three days. Matthew had been 
working nights, and Ash had been on day shift. He 
hated when that happened. At least this was his 
last shift on this set. They had the next four days off 
together. Just the two of them. Ash couldn’t wait. 
Matthew pulled away grinning. “Think you 

can get off early?” he asked. 

“No, I’m needed in case there’s an accident, 
knock on wood,” Ash said. They both rapped on 
the kitchen cabinet door. “Sorry.” 

“It’s okay,” Matthew said. He kissed his 

partner again. “Are you hungry?” 

“Starving,” Ash replied with a look that 

indicated that he was hungry for more than just 
food. 

“Down boy,” Matthew told him. “I made 


clam chowder. Sit. l'Il get you a bowl.” Ash 


dropped himself in his spot at the kitchen table. 
“Seventy-four-Queen, are you 10-25 yet?” 

Ash’s radio crackled. 

“That’s a 10-4, dispatch,” Ash replied. 

“10-4, let us Know when you’re 10-8.” 

Matthew set a bowl of clam chowder and a 
basket of tea biscuits in front of Ash. “Do you have 
to go?” he asked, sitting down at the table. 

“No, | forgot to tell her | was 10-25,” Ash 

replied. 

“That means you’re on dinner break right?” 
“Uh-huh.” Ash took two tea biscuits from the 
basket. They were still warm. “Did you make 
these?” 

“Yes. | had to call Mom for the recipe 

though,” Matthew said. He also took two from the 
basket and buttered them. 

“How is it that | get a man who can cook and 
makes me dinner on a regular basis?” 


“Just lucky | guess,” Matthew said and Ash 


smiled. “Eat before it gets cold,” he instructed. 

The two men tucked into their simple but 

delicious meal, devouring the entire thing. “That 
was amazing,” Ash declared pushing his chair 

back from the table. 

Matthew blushed. “Thanks,” he said. 

Ash stood up and picked up their empty 

bowls and side plates. They got dumped into the 
sink. He went to turn the water on but a pair of 
strong arms slipped around his waist stopping him. 
“Matt?” 

“Love you,” Matthew whispered, planting a 

kiss to the nape of Ash’s neck. Matthew spun Ash 
around and pulled him as close as the duty belt and 
bulletproof vest would allow. He pinned Ash 

against the counter rubbing their crotches together. 
“Love you too,” Ash murmured back. They 

kissed, the edge of the counter digging into Ash’s 
back as his hands wandered down squeezing 


Matthew’s ass though his jeans. That made 


Matthew growl louder than usual. 

Matthew broke away kissing a spot on Ash’s 

neck. “Why don’t you find out what | have waiting 
for you,” he whispered into Ash’s ear. 

Ash groaned. Matthew stepped away enough 

for Ash to get his hands on his partner’s belt. Ash 
undid it, and his hands slid inside Matthew’s jeans 
and boxer briefs. His fingers caressed Matthew’s 
semi-hard length. “Very nice,” Ash commented. He 
rolled the head in his fingers causing Matthew to 
hiss. 

“Mmm, but that’s not the surprise. Keep 

looking,” Matthew said with a sly smile. 

Ash stroked his partner one last time before 
moving his hands. He stroked Matthew’s hips. 
“Warmer,” he hinted. Ash rubbed his thumbs over 
the sides of Matthew’s hips. “Warmer,” Matthew 
told him. 

“Give me a hint,” Ash said, enjoying this 


game. His fingers brushed against the top of 


Matthew’s ass. 

“Even warmer,” Matthew replied. Ash’s 

hands moved lower brushing the top of his crack. 
“Warmer,” Matthew teased. 

Ash smiled, his fingers crept lower. “There?” 

he asked, his fingers teasing around Matthew’s 
entrance. 

“Burning hot, but not quite,” Matthew said 

with a hitch in his voice as Ash slid a finger into 
his already lubed ass. 

Instead of the warm and slick tunnel he 
expected, Ash met a hard resistance just inside, 
“And what is that?” he asked. 

Matthew smiled, “Your surprise.” 

Ash groaned. “What the heck is it?” 

Matthew bit Ash’s lip, pulling back. “Butt 

plug.” 

Ash raised an eyebrow. “Where’s the base?” 
“It’s called a low profile. There’s a hidden 


base so it can be worn at any time, and no one can 


tell it’s there,” Matthew said his eyes narrowing as 
he gave his partner a mischievous smile. 

“And it’s for me?” Ash asked. He already 

grew harder at the thought, if that was possible. 
“Yes, it is. You’re going to wear it for the 

rest of your shift.” 

“If it’s for me then why are you wearing it?” 
Matthew grinned. “Keeping it warm for you.” 
“You're a kinky bastard, Matthew Ryman,” 

Ash replied. 

“You love me for it. Come on,” Matthew 

said. He tugged Ash by his bulletproof vest out of 
the kitchen and up the stairs, pausing to kiss 
midway. Matthew pulled him up the rest of the 
stairs and into their bedroom. 

Ash took control and pushed him onto their 

bed. Matthew landed on all fours. Ash’s hands 
went down to Matthew’s jeans pulling then down 
past his hips. His tongue went to Matthew’s ass, 


tonguing the tight pucker. “Are you going to give 


me my present?” Ash asked spreading Matthew’s 
ass open. 

Matthew glanced back over his shoulder and 
smiled. The small base of the toy started to peek 
out a tiny bit. Ash grabbed hold of the base and 
pulled the toy out, causing Matthew to grunt and 
sigh. The toy was clear glass with red ribbon-like 
swirls decorating the surface. About four inches 
long, including the small base, and about an inch 
and half at the widest part. Not the biggest plug or 
toy that they had played with, but the first glass 
plug they’d owned. 

Matthew rolled over onto his back and sat up. 

He pulled his boxers and jeans back up, covering 
his raging hard-on. Ash whimpered. “If you’re 
good I'll let you suck me,” Matthew told him. “On 
your hands and knees.” 

Ash assumed the requested position. Matthew 
detached his radio from his shoulder, and hooked 


it onto his duty belt, which he then undid with ease. 


Matthew slid down Ash’s belt, uniform pants, and 
boxer briefs so they pooled at his knees. His 
tongue went to his partner’s entrance, making him 
nice and wet. He added lube and a finger in short 
order. “Fuck, Matt, give it to me. | want that toy,” 
Ash begged, his voice a notch or two below its 
normal level. 

“Only if you ask nicely,” Matthew replied but 

he picked up the toy anyway. 

“Please, Matthew, please give me the toy. | 

need it,” Ash begged. 

Matthew smiled. “God, you’re gorgeous in 
uniform, with your duty belt down and your round 
white ass in the air begging to get fucked with a 
toy.” Matthew pressed the tip against Ash and 
started to move forward. Ash pushed back eagerly, 
and his hungry ass swallowed the plug. “How does 
it feel?” Matthew asked him once the toy slid 
inside. 


“Fucking—” Ash started to reply. 


“Seventy-four Queen, are you available to 
respond to a residential alarm?” Ash’s radio 
crackled. 
“Shit!” Ash said. He pulled his pants up and 
reached for his radio. “I gotta go,” he kissed 
Matthew as he got himself dressed and fixed up. 
“Seventy-four Queen, do you copy?” 
“Go. l'Il see you when you get home.” 
Ash leaned down to kiss his partner once 
more before he dashed out the door. 
“Sorry, dispatch, | can take the residential 
alarm, clear me from my 25.” 

KKK K 
Ash decided Matthew was an evil genius. 
Actually, scratch that, he was just evil. There 
were still forty-five minutes left in his shift, and 
the plug was doing its job. Thank God it was slow 
because Ash knew he wasn’t using all of his brain 
cells at the moment. A significant portion was 


going to his cock talking himself into not being 


hard. 

It wasn’t working very well. 

He considered begging off early just to go 

home and get some form of relief. Or maybe he 
could stop off somewhere and take the plug out, as 
long as he popped it back in before he got home so 
Matthew would never know. 

Ash shifted in the seat of his patrol car and 

the plug dug deeper into him, pressing against his 
prostate. 

Fuck, this was killing him. 

His MDT beeped and he pulled up the 

message from one of the dispatchers. “Sarge wants 
to see you at office ASAP,” it read. 

Crap, just what he needed. 

He typed back. “What does he want?” 

The dispatcher replied, “No idea, but he 

didn’t sound pissed if that helps.” 

“Thanks.” Ash made his way through the 


streets and back to the office without any incident. 


He let himself into the office through the 

locked back door. A few officers were in there 
finishing up paper work, but none of them shot him 
a sympathetic glance. He most likely wasn’t going 
to get his ass chewed out then, at least not in the 
way he would like. 

Ash knocked on the partially closed door to 

the sergeant’s office. “Come in,” Sergeant Holly 
replied to his knock. Ash pushed the door open. 
His boss sat at his desk typing away on his 
computer. “Ash,” he greeted. “Sit down.” 

Ash closed the door behind him and sat down 

in the chair, careful to keep his face a blank slate. 
He would probably be fired if they had any idea 
about Matthew’s idea about a little on the job fun. 
“What can | do for you, sir?” he asked. 
“Everything all right, Ash? You seem to be 

moving a bit hesitantly,” Holly said, looking over 
the top of his glasses. 


“Fine, sir, just strained my back a bit 


shoveling the snow,” Ash lied. “I'll be fit by my 
next shift.” 

“All right then.” Sergeant Holly sat back a bit 

and carefully looked over Ash. “I have some news 
for you, son.” Ash felt his heart drop a bit. The 
older man rarely called any of his officers ‘son’. 
“You’ve been chosen from a large pool of 
applicants to join the Civilian Police and Afghani 
National Police force in Afghanistan.” 

Ash blinked. He couldn’t be hearing Holly 

right. “I’m sorry, what?” He had applied more than 
three years ago to join CivPol. This was the first 
he had heard anything back. 

“The application you submitted has been 
accepted. Your name finally came up on the list. 
The only drawback is that the training session 
starts next week. It’s not a lot of time to think it 
over and decide,” Holly explained. “I want you to 
go home, talk to Matthew. If you decide to go 


you're released to CivPol immediately. Take the 


next couple of days to get ready for the training.” 
“I—” Ash felt bit stunned, but Sarge was 

right, he had to talk to Matthew before anything 
else. “Thank you for letting me know, sir. l'Il call 
you as soon as I’ve made a decision,” he said, 
standing up. 

Sergeant Holly came around the desk and 

shook Ash’s hand. “I’m proud of you, son. You'll 

be a huge asset to them over there.” He handed 
Ash a thick manila envelope. “This should have all 
of the details.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Ash replied accepting the 
envelope before disappearing from the office. He 
made his way through the bullpen and into the 
locker room. He called into dispatch to confirm he 
was done for the day before dropping his radio off 
to be charged. He then stripped out of his vest and 
gun, leaving it in the safe and pulled on his regular 
winter jacket. 


Ash waved to a few of the guys on his way 


out. He knew he should stop and say something to 
them, but this news felt still too personal, still a bit 
raw. 

He was going to Afghanistan. 

Holy shit. 

Ash drove home in a daze. How was he going 

to tell Matthew? He immediately felt guilty. Matt 
had a big night planned and instead he had to drop 
this bombshell into his lap. A weight settled into 
his chest. Matthew had spent as much time in the 
Military or working for them as Ash had. He had 
seen his fair share of action in Bosnia and 

Sarajevo during the first Gulf war. He knew 
Matthew would support him; he had from the 
moment Ash put in the application, but he still 
dreaded telling his partner. Christ, he would be 
gone for, what, a year? He would have to check the 
details Sarge had given him. 

Ash parked his car behind Matthew’s in the 


driveway. He took his time gathering his things and 


heading inside. 

The lower level of the house was dark except 

for the light in the living room. Great. After all of 
this fuss and waiting, Matthew was asleep. Or he 
wanted Ash upstairs right away. 

Horton looked up from the couch and let out a 
contented sigh as Ash passed, happy to have both 
of his masters at home. Ash stopped and petted his 
head before continuing upstairs. 

He pushed the door to their bedroom open. 

The side lamps gave the room a romantic glow, 
however Matthew wasn’t in the bedroom. The 
water started in the ensuite and Ash rapped on the 
door before opening it. Matthew sat on the edge of 
a tub wrapped in Ash’s housecoat, filling the tub 
with water and bubbles. 

“Hey,” he said with a smile. He motioned for 

Ash to join him. He crossed the bathroom and 
kissed his husband, hard. 


“Hi,” Ash replied, his fingers slipping inside 


the open collar, under the housecoat Matthew wore 
nothing. 

“I thought you might want a bath to help you 
relax,” Matthew said. His fingers were already 
undoing Ash’s uniform shirt. “You’ve had a long 
day.” The sly smile Matthew wore told Ash he 
knew more than he was Saying. 

“That’s your fault. Fuck, the plug drove me 
insane,” Ash replied. He wisped over Matthew’s 
lips again while his hands pushed away the fabric 
that covered his body. 

Matthew’s fingers made quick work of the 

rest of Ash’s uniform, and it pooled on the floor in 
a messy pile. He pulled Ash towards the steaming 
bath. Ash watched as Matthew disappeared into 
the water with a sigh, the bubbles covering his 
obvious erection. “Coming?” he invited. 

Ash wasted no time stripping off his boxers. 

He had been some form of hard since the brief 


encounter they had earlier in the evening. His cock 


ached for release, but he would play Matthew’s 
game a bit longer. Ash let out a hiss as he sank into 
the bath. The water felt almost too hot for his 
liking, but at the same time it relaxed the tension in 
his muscles that had been building up. 

“Come here,” Matthew said. He reached for 

Ash and pulled him close, settling him into his lap, 
Matthews’s hardness brushing against his ass. “So 
did you enjoy your surprise?” 

Ash leaned over and kissed him, the smile 

Matthew gave him was a combination of slyness, 
sexiness, and mystery. “Yes, but it’s killing me,” 
Ash admitted. The plug was driving him insane 

now that he was so close to his partner. He wanted 
the real thing. 

Matthew’s fingers trailed over Ash’s body 
underwater, brushing in strokes near his entrance. 
“Why don’t you give it back to me then?” He 
breached Ash’s entrance, one finger caught on the 


edge of the tiny base. With Matthew’s help the 


tempered glass easily slipped from Ash. He let out 
a sigh as Matthew dropped it to the bottom of the 
tub. 

They kissed, Ash’s fingers finding Matthew’s 
length in the water, stroking him. “After you’ve 
driven me insane with that plug for the last, what, 
three hours, what are your plans?” 

“I thought first,” Matthew dipped to the base 

of Ash’s neck and nibbled at the flesh, “I would 
pour you a bath and give you a massage.” His 
fingers trailed over Ash’s back. They were like 
magic finding the knots. Ash groaned, his head 
falling forward onto Matthew’s chest. “I want to 
fully relax you,” Matthew whispered in his ear. 
“Tonight is all about you.” 

“But—” Ash tried to protest. He knew he still 

had to tell Matthew about CivPol and Afghanistan, 
but Matthew’s lips on his silenced him. As 
Matthew’s mouth moved, searching, probing 


deeper Ash decided he could let the discussion go 


for a little while. He wanted to enjoy this time 
unspoiled. 

Matthew reached over and retrieved a bath 

poof. He covered it with shower gel and massaged 
it to get a lather worked up. “Now I’m going to 
tend every inch of your body,” he said. He started 
on Ash's back and worked his way around to the 
front. He gently lathered and rinsed before he took 
the time to shampoo Ash’s short hair. He massaged 
his scalp for what felt like an eternity before he 
declared Ash clean. He washed himself while Ash 
relaxed against the soft whirlpool jets of the tub. 
When Matthew finished he pulled Ash out of 

the tub and into the shower where they rinsed off 
the remains of the soap and bubble bath. Then he 
wrapped Ash in a fluffy towel that had been 
warming on the rack. 

“I can do this myself, you know,” Ash 

reminded him as Matthew proceeded to help dry 


him off. 


“I know,” Matthew replied. He bent his head 

and planted a kiss on Ash’s nose. “I like doing it. | 
like taking care of you,” he said. Matthew finished 
patting Ash dry and led him back into the bedroom. 
“You make me feel like a girl when you do 

this,” Ash protested, but he still allowed Matthew 
to push him down onto the bed and cover his body 
with his own. 

“You're certainty not a girl,” Matthew 

assured him, his lips finding a sensitive spot on 
Ash’s neck. His fingers slid down squeezing his 
hardness through the towel. “For sure not a girl,” 
he purred. 

“What are you doing to me, Matt?” Ash’s 

body hummed under Matthew’s touch. His partner 
made him come alive in every sense of the word. 
His mouth moved lower over Ash’s body, pulling 
the damp fabric of the towel away as he went. 
“I’m making love to you,” Matthew replied. 


Hot puffs of breath moved over the lower part of 


Ash’s abdomen. The towel gone, his mouth 
covered Ash’s hard member. He swallowed, 
working over the entire length. He smiled around 
Ash as he groaned and arched. His fingers 
threaded through Matthew’s hair relishing the 
connection. 

“You're driving me crazy,” Ash said between 
gasps of breaths. 

Matthew pulled off, giving one last lick to the 
swollen head of Ash’s cock. “I haven’t even 
started yet,” he replied. His fingers moved lower, 
pushing Ash’s legs up and apart. His mouth trailed 
lower, searching out Ash’s entrance. 

His tongue darted out, just brushing against 

the tight pucker. 

“Fuck,” Ash groaned. 

“Not too sore?” Matthew’s fingers brushed 
against his entrance. 

“No, | want you.” Ash sucked in a breath as 


Matthew went back to rimming him. He groaned 


and widened his stance giving Matthew more 
access. 

Ash sighed as Matthew’s tongue worked him 

over. He loved when Matthew rimmed him, 
something so intimate and special. A slick finger 
started to press into him. Ash shifted and gave 
Matthew an almost indeterminable nod, giving him 
permission to go further. A second finger joined 
the first. “Are you doing okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m ready, | need you.” Ash gasped as 
Matthew’s finger pressed against his prostate. 
Matthew’s fingers withdrew and he wiped 

them on the towel before gathering up two pillows. 
He slid them under Ash’s hips allowing for a 

better angle. He grabbed the bottle of lube. Ash 
took it from him and lavished it on his partner’s 
thick length. 

“Fuck, Ash, do you know what’s you’re 

doing to me?” 


Ash settled down against the pillows and 


nodded. “Pretty much the same thing you're doing 
to me.” 

Matthew settled between Ash’s legs, his 

mouth covering Ash’s. They kissed as Ash reached 
down and guided Matthew into him. He gasped as 
Matthew breached his tight entrance. “I love you,” 
Matthew whispered as he sank into place. 

“Il love you,” Ash replied. He stared into 
Matthew’s dark brown eyes. 

They stayed pressed together like that for 

what seemed like forever before Matthew pulled 
out and sunk back in. Ash hissed as Matthew’s 
cock brushed against his sweet spot. He started a 
Slow pace, with his arms snaked under Ash’s 
shoulders, holding him as close as he could. 

Ash wrapped his arms and legs around 

Matthew, pulling them even closer. “Love you,” 
Matthew whispered. Again their eyes still locked 

in place. With each movement Ash felt like 


Matthew connected to his soul, that they were truly 


one on every level: friends, lovers, partners, 
husbands. 

The emotions were overwhelming to Ash. 

This was a special kind of lovemaking, one he and 
Matthew had before, but each time was new and 
different. Each movement threatened to engulf Ash. 
Their bodies pressed so tightly together. His cock, 
trapped between their stomachs, ached for release. 
“Ash,” Matthew hissed into his ear. “Please, | 

need you.” 

His need for release pushed Ash over the 

edge. He clung to Matthew screaming his name as 
his sticky white seed coated their stomachs. 
Matthew continued to thrust into Ash, his own 
orgasm washing over him. He collapsed spent onto 
Ash, panting. “I love you, Ashley,” Matthew 
whispered in his ear. 

Ash tensed. Matthew never used his full 

name. He could probably count on one hand how 


many times he had in their entire relationship. 


“Matt, what’s wrong,” he asked, his hands rubbing 
over Matthew’s back. 

Matthew pulled himself up onto his elbows, 

still buried deep inside of him. Tear tracks 
streaked down Matthew’s face. Ash reached up 
and brushed them away. “Baby, talk to me,” Ash 
said. 

“I love you,” Matthew replied. 

“I love you too.” 

“I’m afraid I’m going to lose you,” he said. 

He reached down and brushed his fingers over 
Ash's face. “I know about Afghanistan.” 

“How?” Ash asked. Matthew’s strange 

behavior made a lot of sense. He wanted to make 
tonight memorable, taking extra care while making 
love to Ash. 

“Sergeant Holly called me. Thought he should 
give me a heads up,” Matthew replied. He shifted 
and slipped from Ash with a soft pop. Both men 


sighed, but neither moved from being pressed 


together. 

“So you knew before | did?” Ash asked. 
Matthew nodded. He bent his head and kissed 
his partner. “Yeah, | knew. Are you mad?” 
“No.” 

“When do you leave?” 

“Next Monday for training camp.” 

“Shit. | had better find a replacement for 
work.” 

“Why’s that?” Ash asked. 

“Because if you think I’m letting you out of 
bed from now until then you’ve got another thing 
coming.” 

Ash laughed and kissed Matthew again. “l 
love you.” 

“I love you too.” 

Chapter Nine 

Life, and Death 

Matthew yawned and threw the pen down 


onto the chart he had been writing in. He was 


exhausted. It felt like he hadn’t slept in two weeks, 
well, because he hadn’t. The military declared Ash 
MIA two weeks ago, and nothing since then had 
happened. The newscasts were starting to move 
away from the subject. Honestly he was grateful 
for that. He hated the media. They had gotten their 
hooks into Brooke and paraded her as the pregnant 
partner of an MIA police officer. Brooke handled 

it as discreetly as possible, but it still hurt not 
being acknowledged as the husband of the man he 
loved. He had been there for several of the 
interviews though. The stoic older brother. Never 
speaking, in fear of breaking down in tears and 
telling the truth. He had to be there for Brooke. He 
had to make sure that all this stress wasn’t hurting 
her pregnancy. 

Pregnancy. Right. Matthew looked at the 

monitor. He had two mothers in early labor, both 
with epidurals. The patients were resting and 


having quiet time with their husbands. He watched 


the babies’ heart rates, the moms’ hearts, and the 
contractions. One of the babies had a tiny dip 
every time there was a contraction but nothing to 
worry about, yet. 

He hated floating to OB/GYN, especially 

labor and delivery. Yet that seemed to be their 
favorite place to send him besides medical 
receiving. He knew it was because he was one of 
the most qualified nurses in the hospital for L&D. 
He had extensive training and had been the head 
nurse of the L&D unit at the military hospital for a 
number of years. Still it wasn’t always fun 
explaining to women that they had a male nurse for 
the shift. That he didn’t get. They had male doctors 
and didn’t mind, but the second they found out they 
had a male nurse they freaked out. Right, like any 
man got some cheap thrill from checking out 
women in labor or who'd just had a baby. 

Matthew shook his head and continued to watch 


the monitor. 


Thankfully the two in labor today were both 
multips, 

meaning 

they 

had 

had 

multiple 

pregnancies, so neither of them batted an eye when 
Matthew came on shift. One of the husbands 
looked a little uncomfortable but didn’t say 
anything. 

The baby’s heart rate decelerated on the next 
contraction again. Not much, but something was 
up, he could feel it. Matthew stood up and crossed 
the short space from the nursing desk to the closed 
door to her room. He knocked twice on the door 
before opening it. 

Cindy laid on her right side asleep, and her 
husband, Jack, sat in a chair reading. “Hi, Matt,” 


he said. “Everything okay?” 


Matthew glanced at the monitor; it seemed 

fine. “Yeah, just need to get Cindy to turn onto her 
left side,” he explained. 

“All right, why?” Jack asked. He stood up 

and crossed the room to Cindy’s side. “Honey, 
wake up.” 

“The baby’s heart rate is dropping slightly 

when she’s having contractions. If she moves over 
to her left side it should help,” Matthew replied. 
Cindy woke up groggy but with Matthew’s 

help shifted over to her left side. The baby’s heart 
rate stayed stable for the next two contractions so 
Matthew left her to sleep. 

He popped into the other room. Lori sleepily 
watched TV, while her husband was nowhere to 
be seen. “Hi, Lori, how are you feeling?” 

“All right.” She smiled and shifted as best she 
could in bed. 

“Where’s your husband?” he asked. He 


double-checked on the monitor next to the bed. The 


contractions were still hovering around five 
minutes apart. He would probably have to increase 
her dose of Pitocin. 

“He ran home to check on our little girl and 

get a change of clothes,” she explained. “The 
induction is taking longer than we hoped.” 
“Babies have their own mind. I’m sure he'll 

make an appearance when he’s good and ready,” 
he reassured her. “l'Il come back in about an hour 
and do a check, okay?” 

Lori smiled. “Sure, sounds fine.” 

“Let me know if you need anything in the 
meantime, all right?” 

She agreed and went back to watching the 

TV. Matthew didn’t have any concerns about her 
other than the induction was taking a long time. 
Lori was a week overdue, but they wanted to 
Slowly induce labor as her first one, according to 
her records, had progressed but then stopped, 


resulting in a C-section. 


They were not close to that with her yet. 

Matthew went back to the nurse’s station. He 
wrote a note on the two moms and continued to 
watch the monitor. Every few contractions, there 
were decelerations in the heart rate of Cindy’s 
baby. It was almost enough to just write off, but 
concern tugged at the corners of Matthew’s 
exhausted brain. Something else going on, he just 
had a feeling about it. 

He picked up the phone and paged Doctor 
McKnight. She was the on-call OB/GYN and one 

of Matthew’s favorite doctors. At just over fifty, 
she had the experience all patients wanted ina 
doctor but the drive and youthfulness not to be set 
in her ways. 

The phone rang less than two minutes later. 

“This is Doctor McKnight. You paged me?” she 
said when Matthew answered the phone. 

“It’s Matthew over on labor and delivery. | 


have a multip here, with an epidural. The baby 


was having really mild decelerations in her heart 
rate. | got the mother to move onto her left side, but 
the decels are still there. Just mild, but I think you 
need to come in and see her,” he explained. 

“Sure, l'Il be there in less than twenty 

minutes. Do a check for me. See how far dilated 
she is. Do an ultrasound as well. See if you can 
locate the cord,” she instructed before she hung up. 
Matthew quickly wrote up her orders then 

went to retrieve the ultrasound machine. Doctor 
McKnight was thinking it could be mild cord 
depression, which was exactly what he thought. He 
loved it when he worked on the same wavelength 
as his doctors. He knocked gently before entering 
Cindy’s room. 

“Everything all right?” Jack asked as 

Matthew entered wheeling in the portable 
ultrasound machine. 

“The baby’s heart rate is still decelerating 


just a little bit with each contraction,” Matthew 


explained. “Doctor McKnight, who is the on-call 
OB/GYN, wants an ultrasound just to check the 
position of the cord,” he explained to both Jack 
and Cindy. “First I’m going to do a quick check to 
see how far along you are, alright?” 

“Sure,” Cindy replied. As she had an 

epidural, the lower half of her body was 

essentially numb. It took a few tries to get her 
properly into place. 

Matthew pulled on a pair of gloves and 

started the exam. Immediately he knew something 
was wrong. Usually an undilated cervix felt like a 
hard round nub. As labor progressed that nub got 
softer and thinner then disappeared and the cervix 
dilated. When he’d checked Cindy at the start of 
shift she was two centimeters and barely effaced. 
Now she had dialed to about four centimeters, and 
he could feel something—squishy—along the edge 
of her cervix. Shit. There shouldn’t be anything 


squishy there. The only thing it could be was the 


cord. Cindy was in extreme danger of a prolapsed 
cord. The only positive was her unbroken waters, 
so the delicate membrane held the cord in place 
for now. 

Matthew debated what to do. She needed to 

get into the OR now. The longer the delay the more 
risk for the baby. Matthew finished the exam and 
Stripped off his gloves. 

“How far along am I?” Cindy asked. 

“About four centimeters,” Matthew soothed. 

He needed to wait to tell her the rest. “I’m going to 
go give Doctor McKnight an update. l'Il be right 
back.” He excused himself from the room. 

He shut the door with his adrenalin already 
starting to pump. He first phoned the OR telling 
them to prep a room. Next he called Doctor 
McKnight to tell her about the cord. She told him 
to start all of the prep for an emergency C-section. 
Then he called the other side of the floor to the 


moms and babies unit. He asked for some more 


nurses. 
Two nurses came over leaving two on the 

other side to handle emergencies there. 

“What’s up, Matt?” Laura asked. An older 

nurse, she had been on the OB floor for almost her 
entire career. He was glad to have her. The other 
nurse, Alyssa, had only been an RN for three years 
and still needed a lot of hand holding during 
crunch time. 

“Probably a prolapsed cord,” Matthew 

explained. “We’re going to the OR. Laura, can you 
do the ultrasound for me? See if you can find the 
position of the cord. We haven’t told her what’s 
going on yet so be tactful. Alyssa, can you call the 
OR and make sure they’ve got the anesthesiologist 
ready? Not sure if they want to do a spinal or just 
increase the epidural. Also get the NICU anda 
pediatrician on stand-by just in case. We’re going 
to need extra hands. Then keep an eye on Lori.” 


Both women nodded and went about their assigned 


tasks. 

Matthew ducked into the locker room to 

change from the scrubs he wore on the floor to a 
pair of surgical scrubs. Just as he got back on the 
floor Doctor McKnight strolled in. 

“What’s the story, Matt?” she asked, dropping 
her coat and purse at the nurse’s station. 

“Cindy Palin, twenty-nine years old, para 

two, gravita one, just shy of thirty-seven weeks. 
Admitted this afternoon with contractions five to 
seven minutes apart. Had an epidural about four 
hours ago. Contractions every three to five 
minutes, thirty percent effaced, four centimeters 
dilated, with cord starting to present,” he rattled 
off. 

She nodded. “Was her first birth vaginal?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did you do the ultrasound?” 

“Laura’s doing it now?” 


“Have you told her yet?” 


“No.” 
Doctor McKnight nodded, “All right then. Let 

go see this lady.” 

Matthew showed her into the room. She 

wasted no time introducing herself and performing 
a check. The swift look passing over her face told 
Matthew she had come to the same conclusion he 
had. The mother was in danger of a prolapsed cord 
After explaining everything to the worried 

parents, Doctor McKnight left to go get scrubbed 
up while Matthew and Laura got Cindy and Jack 
ready. 

“Are you sure I’m doing the right thing?” 

Cindy asked in a low whisper. Laura had taken 
Jack off to get changed into scrubs, and Matthew 
waited outside of the OR doors with her for the 
room and the doctors to be ready. 

“You are,” Matthew confirmed. “This is 

what’s best for you and for your baby. | know you 


didn’t want a C-section, but it’s the safest option.” 


Cindy sniffled but then whispered. “Thank 
you.” 

Matthew held her hand until her husband 
returned. Then he wheeled her into the OR. 

The C-section went well, and sooner rather 

than later a healthy baby girl’s cries filled the OR. 
Matthew checked the baby over along with the 
pediatrician, and Jack stayed right by his side 
Snapping photographs. Once they declared the 
baby healthy he wrapped her up and gave her to 
Jack who carried his daughter over to Cindy. 

“She perfect,” he whispered to his wife. 

Matthew smiled as they bonded over their 
daughter. This moment made the rotation worth it 
every time. He was relieved that it went well, that 
both mom and baby were fine. It also made him 
realize how much he looked forward to the birth of 
his own daughter. He just hoped Ash would be 


there to see it. 


KKK K 


Karen’s ribs hurt. She was pretty sure he had 
broken them this time. At least no one was in her 
Surgery at the moment. She could be in pain until 
the opium draft kicked in. She hated taking it, but it 
had become almost a standard now. 

She took time to write in her journal, her 
personal one. She had kept it since she had been 
missing. 

It’s been almost three weeks since Ash and 
Jason arrived. Ash’s shoulder is healing well. 

He’s still having pain, but he won't admit to it. 
Jason is working on the satellite phones still, 
without any success. I’ve been thinking about 
bringing in someone from the camp to help with 
it. The only person who might be able to help is 
Narbim, my husband's best friend. The only way 
he would help ts if he thought that it would get 
rid of Ash and Jason, but | would remain. That 
would never happen. Before Ash and Jason 


arrived | feared for my life. If they leave, 


especially without me, | know | will not survive. 
My husband is angry I’m not pregnant. He 

views me and my pregnancy as a way for him to 
leave this place. He thinks that if | get pregnant 
then I will claim him as my husband. Then he will 
be able to come back with me to Britain. Even if I 
were pregnant that would never happen. | hate 
him. 

He hit me again last night, harder than 

usual. I’m pretty sure | have at least one broken 
rib, maybe two. My bones are breaking easier 
than they did when | first arrived. | think the past 
year of malnutrition is really starting to take its 
toll on my body. 

A knock on the door interrupted Karen’s 

writing. She put the diary away. “Come in,” she 
called. 

One of the women in the camp opened the 

door to the surgery. She all but carried in Hasti. 


“Baby,” the older woman said pointing at Hasti’s 


stomach. 

Damn. Karen hated delivering babies here. 

With no medical help the best she could do was 
guide them into the world and pray that nothing 
went wrong. All too often it did. The fetal death 
rate hovered at fifty percent, meaning half of all 
babies born here died within the first three months. 
The maternal rate wasn’t much better, about forty 
percent. 

Biting back a gasp of pain, Karen helped 

Hasti onto one of the beds. 

She was young, about seventeen, if that, and 
married to her cousin’s son. They were both 
similar in age, and she could do a lot worse from 
what Karen had seen. This was Hasti’s first baby. 
She had been seeing Karen since the start of the 
pregnancy. 

“Water came,” Hasti said indicating that her 
water broke. 


“How often are the pains?” she asked Hasti. 


“Three, four moments,” Hasti replied. She 

grunted as another contraction started. Karen timed 
it. Thirty seconds long. 

“Okay, I’m going to feel inside okay?” Karen 

tried to explain using gentle gestures with her 
hands. 

Hasti nodded. Karen closed the curtain 

around the bed, shutting the older woman that 
accompanied Hasti out. She scrubbed her hands 
with clean water. She lacked gloves but still had to 
use her skills to check her cervix. 

Hasti grunted and screamed through another 
contraction. Karen glanced at her watch. Two and 
a half minutes apart. About thirty seconds long, 
undoubtedly they were having a baby. 

Karen started the check and immediately she 
knew what was wrong. She could feel the cord in 
the birth canal. Shit. This was bad—very bad. 
Hasti was only eight centimeters dilated. Double 


shit. She immediately got the girl to switch to her 


hands and knees hoping it would take pressure off 
of the cord. 

In her heart Karen knew it was already too 

late. She sent the older women to gather up all of 
the experienced birthers in the camp. She was 
going to need all of the extra help she could get if 
she wanted to deliver Hasti’s baby alive. 

She coached Hasti to breathe and stay calm. 
Inside, Karen panicked. The two other women in 
camp who were experienced birthers arrived. 
After a broken discussion they all agreed there 
was nothing they could do but wait and pray the 
baby lived. 

Karen felt so helpless. If they were in Britain 

there was so much she would be able to do to save 
this baby. Right now they could only pray. She 
watched the labor progress and continued to help 
her companions cajole Hasti to stay on her knees 
in an attempt to keep pressure off the cord and 


hope for life for the baby. 


Two hours after she arrived in Karen’s 

surgery Hasti delivered a perfect baby boy with no 
heartbeat. Karen administered CPR. She tried 
mouth to mouth. She tried bagging but without a 
few basic needs and supplies, the baby died. 

The entire camp mourned, not just Hasti and 

her husband. They held a ceremony for the baby. It 
was more extravagant than the last funeral Karen 
had been to. One of the elders explained they were 
celebrating the life that could have been. She felt 
like a knife had been stabbed into her heart. How 
was it fair that this baby died just because he 

was born in the wilds of Afghanistan rather than 

in a hospital in Britain? Something was so wrong 
with this picture. 

She left the surgery to go back to her small 

cave. Her husband would be out doing patrols or 
tending to the goats. She could have a few hours of 
uninterrupted sleep. She took another dram of 


opium draft before crawling onto the thin grass- 


filled mattress. Karen hoped when she woke up 
this nightmare would be over. 

Chapter Ten 

Betrayal, and a Proposal 

David glanced at the clock. It was getting 

late. He paced in the basement rec room of his too 
empty house. Carole had taken the kids to the 
movies tonight. He’d expected to have them home 
thirty minutes ago; all three had school in the 
morning. 

His house had felt empty for the past ten 

months. He missed Jason. Plain and simple. He 
just got word today the military had officially 
called off the search for Jason and Ash. It would 
now take another eleven months before they 
declared what he knew in his heart. Jason was 
dead. 

Carole took the kids out so he could grieve in 
private. Now after a few hours of not having them 


in the house he was going stir crazy. He needed 


them here, if only so that he wasn’t so lonely. 

He heard a couple of thumps above him and 

went upstairs to the front hall where his two older 
children were stripping out of their light jackets. 
The fall air had a nip to it, not close to winter, but 
enough so they needed to bundle up. 

Carole opened the door carrying Kevin in her 

arms. “Hey, Dave,” she said shutting the main door 
with her foot. “He zonked out on the way to get ice 
cream. | promised these two, so, you know.” 

“Want me to take him?” David asked. 

“I'll bring him upstairs.” Carole kicked off 

her hiking boots and didn’t bother with her jacket 
as she made her way through the house and up the 
Stairs. 

“How was the movie?” David asked his two 

other children. 

“It was so good, Daddy,” Mandy replied 

Ryan shrugged. “It was for little kids.” 


God, it’s hard to believe he’s almost ten, 


he’s growing up so fast. 

“Did you have fun at least?” he asked Ryan. 
“Yeah, | guess. My teacher was there with his 

kids and we threw popcorn at them.” Ryan 
grinned. “My teacher started it though.” 

David laughed. “Of course he did. You two 

go brush your teeth. It’s already past your bed 
time.” 

He herded the two upstairs and went to check 

on Carole. Her jacket was draped over the bottom 
of Kevin’s bed, and she had gotten him dressed 
him his pjs. 

“He’s out hard, eh?” David whispered to her. 
“Yeah.” Carole pulled the covers over their 

son and kissed his brown hair. She picked up her 
jacket, and David stepped back into the hall, 
flicking the light off and leaving the door open just 
a bit. Despite everything that had happened, Carole 
still loved and cared about her kids. Since Jason 


had been MIA, she’d been doing more than her fair 


share with them. “I don’t think he slept well last 
week. He kept ending up in my bed with 
nightmares.” 

“Nightmares?” David asked “About what?” 
Carole shot him a look. “What do you think? 
He’s terrified about Jason. Some kids at school 
told him Jason was dead and they just didn’t find 
his body.” 

“Fuck.” This earned him an exasperated look 
from his ex-wife. He had tried his best to stay 
optimistic with the kids about Jason’s return. It 
hurt more than he wanted to admit to tell them the 
truth. 

“Mom?” Ryan opened the door to his 

bedroom. “Are you staying?” 

Carole smiled at her son. “No, sweetie. | was 
just tucking Kevin into bed. Come on.” Carole 
went and tucked Ryan into bed and then helped 
David put Mandy to sleep. 


They went downstairs together. “Thanks for 


your help,” David told her once they were in the 
hall. 

“It’s no problem, Dave. | Know you’re ina 

tough situation right now. | just want you to know 
we’re all here to help you get through this.” She 
reached over and squeezed his forearm. 

David’s tough exterior cracked a tiny bit. 

“The sad thing is, those kids who were teasing 
Kevin are probably right. The chance of Jason 
being alive after this long is,” David shook his 
head and fought back the tears that were forming, 
“nearly impossible.” 

Carole pulled David to her as she stood on 

her tippy toes bear-hugging him. God, he needed 
an embrace more than he wanted to admit. She felt 
so good. 

He didn’t realize he’d started the kiss until 

her mouth moved against his. He moaned and 
deepened their kiss, his tongue caressing against 


hers. She broke away first, her forehead resting 


against his shoulder. 

“Dave, we can’t do this,” she whispered. 

Instead of answering her, he kissed her again 

and started pulling her back towards his bedroom. 
She resisted but then followed him into the room 
they’d once shared. Their clothes disappeared as 
soon as he shut and locked the door. 

He pushed her back onto the bed. His hard 

body covered her soft one. She seemed smaller 
than he remembered but just as responsive as when 
they first got together. She hissed and arched as he 
took one of her nipples in his mouth, teasing her 
for a while before he kissed his way down her 

body. 

His tongue found her wet heat and he tasted 

her. Everything about her felt so familiar but still 
new and exciting. She gasped and fought to get a 
grip on his short hair, begging for more. He slid 

two fingers inside of her searching for the spot that 


made her moan. He grinned up at her when he 


found it. 

“Bastard,” she whispered. “Just fuck me 
already.” 

David slid up her body and propped himself 

up on his elbows, one of her legs hooked around 
the back of his knee. He was pressed to enter her 
when she stopped him. “David, we need to be 
safe,” she reminded him. 

Shit, he didn’t know if he had any condoms; 

he and Jason had stopped using them last year. 
“Yeah.” He moved away and dug through the 
nightstand drawer. At the bottom he managed to 
find one. He glanced at the date--still good. 

He came back and kissed Carole again. She 
kissed him in earnest and her fingers found his 
length. She stroked him, pinching his foreskin, 
something he loved. David ached with pent up 
need. He repositioned himself. Opening the 
condom with his teeth he rolled it on. God, he 


hated these things, although considering how on 


edge he was right now the lessening of sensation 
was probably a good thing. 

He slid into Carole. She relaxed around him, 

and they fell into their remembered rhythm. It 
didn’t take long for her to arch against him and 
then cry out shaking with an orgasm. He kept 
moving. She felt tight, but damn she wasn’t half as 
tight as Jason. He stuffed down the wave of guilt 
that found him. He needed this. He needed to be 
with Carole. Jason was dead; it wasn’t official 

yet, but he was. 

David pushed all those thoughts aside. He 

focused on Carole, how good it felt to be inside of 
her. He moved up onto his knees and pulled her 
legs onto his shoulders. It allowed him to go hard 
and go fast. 

His fingers found her clit and rubbed over the 

hard nub, enjoying the sight of her head tossing 
from side to side. She begged him to stop then she 


begged him to keep going. He started to fight his 


impending orgasm. He waited watching for the 
signs that she was on the edge again. It didn’t take 
long for her fingers to grip his forearms, her nails 
digging into the skin. 

He felt her start to contract around him, and 

he lost it. He pumped into her with wild abandon, 
and they both cried out. He collapsed, panting. 
She hit his shoulder and he pulled out and 

rolled off of her. “Sorry, did | hurt you?” 

“Not really, | just couldn’t breathe,” she 

replied. 

David felt another burst of guilt in his chest. 

He never squashed Jason when he landed on top of 
him. Heck, the younger man often claimed he liked 
it. “Sorry.” David rolled out of bed and padded 

into the bathroom. He got rid of the condom and 
wiped off before he went back into the bedroom. 
He stopped long enough to grab a pair of boxer 
briefs and pull them one. 


Carole hadn’t gotten dressed. She had 


snuggled herself under the covers. 

David sat on the edge of the bed, his heart 
breaking. He had just had sex with his ex-wife, and 
the entire time he was thinking about his husband 
—his most likely dead husband. God, how fucked 
up was that. He glanced back at Carole. Still as 
lovely as ever, but he didn’t feel that pull towards 
her, that soft fluttering of his heart. Not like he 
once had with her and certainly not like he had 
with Jason. 

“What’s wrong, Dave?” she asked, sounding 
almost half asleep. 

God, he felt like shit for saying this. “I think 

you should go.” 

“Is that what you really want?” Carole spoke 
softly, but she didn’t sound hurt. David glanced 
back at her. He had been expecting a fight. He had 
been expecting her to throw a fit, but instead she 
looked so understanding. 


“I don’t think it will be good for the kids if 


you're here in the morning. Too many questions,” 
David replied. 

“What about you, what do you want?” 

David swallowed hard, thinking. Finally he 

said. “I’m not in love with you anymore, Carole. 
I’m sorry. Some part of me will always care for 
you. You’re the mother of my children, for that | 
will always love you, but,” David paused, 
struggling to steady his speech, “this was a 
mistake.” 

Carole smiled and wiped her eyes. “I was 
thinking the same thing.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes. What we had, it was pretty good, but it 
ended a long time ago.” She gingerly climbed out 
of bed and pulled her underwear on. “I’m sorry | 
let it get this far.” 

“I’m sorry too,” David apologized. “I think. | 
mean | just—” 


Carole snapped up her bra before she leaned 


over and kissed his hair. “I know. | get it. It’s 

Okay.” 

She pulled on her shirt and stepped into her 

jeans. “Thank you.” 

David fought down his emotions. Somehow 

she knew. She took a step towards him and he 
leaned into her, his head resting against her 
stomach. She hugged him tight and he let his 
emotions hit. Everything he had been feeling in the 
last few weeks just boiled over, and he sobbed 
while Carole held him. 

She held him close, soothing him until he 

stopped crying. “I’m sorry,” he choked. 

“Don’t worry about it. If I’ve learned 

anything it’s that if you can’t let your emotions out, 
you're going to drive yourself crazy.” 

“Still it’s not fair to you. | just slept with you 

and now I’m bawling all over you about my 

missing partner.” David had a knot of guilt stuck in 


the pit of his stomach. Not just because he cheated 


on Jason, but because he had used Carole. 

“| get it. It’s okay, really,” Carole assured 

him. “I kinda expected this.” 

“But—” he tried to explain but she 

interrupted him. 

“It’s okay, Dave. | Know you love him. Think 

of this as the break-up sex we never got around to 
having.” Carole kissed his hair again. “lIl pick the 
kids up on Friday, but if you need me before then 
let me know.” 

“I will,” David mumbled. Carole was almost 

out the door when he stopped her. “Carole?” 

She turned. “Yeah?” 

“Thank you, for everything.” 

She smiled, one of those sad smiles that 

showed how much she was really feeling. “You're 
welcome,” she whispered before disappearing 
from the room. 

David threw himself backwards in the bed 


and hugged a pillow to him. He waited as long as 


he could before he started to cry, which lasted 
until he fell into a deep, guilt-ridden sleep. 

RK 
Jason felt sick to his stomach. Three weeks 
and one day. They had been living in the caves for 
three weeks and one day. He should be home right 
now, the home he never should have left. He 
Should be back with his man and making love to 
him. He should be cooking Thanksgiving dinner. 
Instead he hunched over a bench in 
desperation, trying to make a satellite phone work, 
trying his hardest to get all three of them out of 
here. Trying to make it home to his husband and his 
kids. He wanted nothing more than to curl up in his 
own bed and have David hold him. He missed 
some level of physical contact. He missed a lot of 
things. 
“Jason?” Ash called from outside the cave. 
“Are you in there?” 


“Yeah.” Jason replied. He threw down the 


pair of tweezers he had been using to fit the pieces 
of phone together. He wanted to give up. 

Ash entered. He had a small package with 

him. “How’s it going?” 

Jason shrugged. “I don’t know. | have no idea 

if l'Il ever get this right, and I’m worried if | do, 

all my attempts are going to kill the battery so if it 
does work we won't be able to get a signal out.” 
“What is it you keep telling me? We gotta 

think positive.” Ash asked. 

“It’s just hard.” Jason took in a deep breath 

and exhaled. “You know we were supposed to be 
home by now, right?” 

Ash nodded. “I know. That’s why I’m here. 

Happy Thanksgiving,” he said. He opened the 
package, and inside was a chocolate bar carefully 
cut in half. 

“You're kidding. Where did you get this?” 

Jason asked. The chocolate bar was a tiny piece 


from home. Something he was so in need of. 


Something to inspire him, to help get them home. 
“It was hidden in one of the packs we brought 
with us,” Ash replied. “I thought we both needed a 
pick-me-up.” 

“Thanks,” Jason replied. They shared the 
chocolate bar, both nibbling on the sweetness, 
making it last as long as possible. 

“Some Thanksgiving this is, huh?” Ash asked. 
“Not that last year was any better.” 

“What did you do last year,” Jason said in 
between miniature bites. 

Ash shrugged. “Both Matt and | worked. | had 

cold leftover turkey dinner his parents dropped off 
the next day. Fun, right? What about you?” 

“Oh God,” Jason replied. “Well, you already 

know David wasn’t happy with me coming over 
here?” 

Ash nodded. 

“Not that | blame him. Anyway David asked 


me to marry him, but he hadn’t told his family: a. 


he was dating someone, b. he was living with that 
someone, c. he was gay, and d. we were getting 
married. 

Made 

for 

interesting 

dinner 

conversation.” 

“Jesus, bit of a bombshell. How did it go 

over?” 

“Generally well,” Jason smiled, “especially 

after we told everyone.” 

“Okay spill, | want details,” Ash said. He 
elbowed Jason. “Come on.” 

“No.” 

“Yes, you made me tell you about Matthew 

and the toy.” Ash pointed out. 

“It’s a really long story.” 

Ash snorted. “Like I’m going anywhere.” 


Jason sighed. “All right, fine. It started a 


week or so before Thanksgiving. | was working 
and David showed up at the office.” 

eK 

Jason glanced up from his paperwork to see 
David sauntering into the office. This wouldn’t be 
unusual except for the fact that David wasn’t in 
uniform, and he used the public entrance. 

“Look who | found out there,” Vicky, their 

admin assistant, said. “He looked sadder than a 
lost puppy so I brought him back,” she teased 
before going back to her desk. 

“Hey,” Jason said tossing his pen down. He 
nodded to the chair opposite his desk. David shook 
his head and inclined it towards the interview 
rooms. He wanted to talk in private. 

Jason stood up and took David by the arm 

leading him into a free interview room. “Camera,” 
David said nodding towards the camera. Jason 
went over and switched it off. 


“What’s up?” Jason asked. He stood with his 


back to the door. David had been rather cold 
towards him since they found out about CivPol. 
“We need to talk and you’re working day shift 

for the next four days, and I’m working nights. So | 
thought I'd stop in and chat before work,” David 
replied. He perched himself on the edge of the 
table. 

“Okay, what do you want to talk about?” 

Jason asked. He leaned against the door. It gave 
him support and also ensured no one could walk in 
on them without some notice. 

“I’m sorry,” David apologized. “I should 

have been more supportive. I’m not going to lie. | 
don’t want you to go, but if you have to go then I’m 
here for you.” 

Jason nodded. “Thank you.” 

David reached into his pocket and pulled out 

a small blue box. “I want you to know that even if | 
don’t agree, | still love you. | need you to never 


forget that.” He turned the box over in his hands. 


“I’ve been thinking about this for a while. | wasn’t 
going to ask yet, but I can’t let you go over there 
without showing you how | feel.” 

He opened the box and held it out for Jason 

who took a step forward. Inside were two 

identical gold wedding bands. Both were plain 
polished gold. “Dave,” Jason started then stopped, 
his mind racing. “Does this mean—” 

David stood up and crossed the space 

between them. “It means | want you to marry me,” 
David replied, his hands closing over Jason’s. 
Jason blinked. He felt a bit stunned. Marry 

David? It wasn’t something he had even 
considered, or if he had it was still in the distant 
future. 

“Jason, will you marry me?” David asked. 

Would he? He couldn’t see himself being 

with anyone else besides David. For now and 
forever. Despite the shock Jason knew what he 


wanted. “Yes.” 


David pulled Jason close, kissing him. “1 

love you.” 

“I love you too.” Jason fingered the two gold 

rings. “So, no engagement ring?” 

“| didn’t think you were a diamond kinda 

guy,” David teased. 

“Not really,” Jason admitted. As much as he 

hated to say it, he told David, “I should get back to 
work. l'Il give you a call later.” 

“Okay.” Jason leaned in and kissed David 

again before pulling away. He opened the door to 
the interview room and stepped out to a roar of 
catcalls and cheers. 

Jason could feel himself blush. David stood 

Slightly behind Jason and whispered in his ear. 
“Two-way mirror,” David reminded him. Jason 
stamped down anger that his co-workers had spied 
on them. 

Vicky walked up to Jason and threw her arms 


around him. “Congratulations, sweetie,” she said 


with a big grin. “We’ll be looking forward to an 
invite.” The other people in the office 
congratulated both of them before dispersing. 
Jason walked David out through the public 
entrance. “lIl call you tonight, okay?” 

“Sure.” David reached out and squeezed 

Jason’s hand and then left, leaving Jason still 
holding the box with the rings. 

The rest of the shift went by in a bit of a blur, 
punctuated by most of his co-workers teasing him. 
Not that he minded. Being out in the department 
was a lot different than he’d expected. Except fora 
handful of guys everyone acted very supportive. 
No one seemed to care that he was with David. 
Even the guys who were uncomfortable didn’t 
change the way they acted towards him ina 
professional sense. Not that he saw anyway. 

When Jason got home he stripped out of his 
uniform and took a quick shower. Then he made 


dinner alone. He hated when they worked opposite 


shifts, especially because he didn’t get to see the 
kids as often as he would like. 

After dinner it was still too early to call 

David. He would be busy answering dispatch. So 
he did the next best thing, he dialed Craig. 

“Hello, sweetie,” Craig answered the phone. 

“Hi, Craig,” Jason responded, “How are you 
doing?” 

Craig sighed. “Oh, you know, the usual. 

Drugs aren’t making me as tired as they were, and 
my viral load is nil so that’s good right?” 

“No viral load is excellent,” Jason replied. 

Craig was diagnosed with HIV less than a year 
ago. He had been on an experimental cocktail 
since the beginning. It had been kicking his ass, but 
his viral load was consistently low or nonexistent, 
and that was the most they could hope for. 

“That’s what they tell me. Work is going well 
though. They want to move me from Moncton to 


Halifax and give me the Halifax to London route.” 


“London, which London?” Jason asked. 

“London, England, what other London is 

there?” 

“Oh wow, that’s a big promotion, right?” 

“Pretty much, yeah. I’d have to move though.” 
“You’ve been talking about wanting to move 
away from Moncton for a while. This is a great 
opportunity.” 

“I know. | just need to think on this some 

more. So tell me, why are you’re calling me? Is 
your boyfriend out for the night?” Craig teased. 
“Yeah, he’s at work,” Jason confirmed. 

“I thought so! You never call me when he’s 
around. You’re too busy having tons of hot sex,” 
Craig said with a laugh. 

“Not recently,” Jason mumbled. 

“Oh oh! Trouble in paradise,” Craig teased. 
“Sorta.” Jason reached over and picked up 

the jewelry box. “I’m being sent to Afghanistan.” 


“Fuck. ” 


“David's not happy.” 

“|I wouldn’t imagine he is.” 

“He asked me to marry him.” 

“WHAT?” Craig shouted. “That...WHAT?” 

“Is that a good what, or a bad what?” Jason 
asked. 

“That’s a 'kinda shocked but not totally 
Surprised’ what,” Craig replied. “What did you 
say?” 

Jason made a noise in his throat. “I said yes, 
of course.” 

“Did you want to say yes?” 

“Of course,” Jason snapped back. 

“Then what’s the issue?” 

Jason sighed. “David's family doesn’t know 
about us.” 

“Define doesn’t know about us.” 

“Like, they don’t know anything. They don’t 
even know he’s seeing someone, let alone living 


with someone, or the fact that said someone is a 


” 


guy. 
Craig let out a low whistle. “Shit.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

“Okay, so you need to talk to him about that, 
Jase. You can’t marry him and have his family not 
even know you live there,” Craig pointed out. 

“I know.” 

“So why are you calling me instead of him?” 

he asked. 

“I hate when you're right.” 

“You love me. Call him.” 

“Yes, | love you.” 

“Love you too, baby, now call that man of 

yours!” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Jason replied, and they both 

hung up chuckling. 

Craig was right. Jason needed to talk to 

David. He sent David a text asking him to call 
when he had a minute. He settled down in the rec 


room with the TV and his laptop. The house phone 


rang around eight-thirty. The caller ID showed 
David’s brother’s cell number. He let it go to 

voice mail. Once the light flashed he picked it up 
and dialed the voicemail number. 

“Hey, big bro. It’s Daniel, just called to let 

you know that you’re an uncle again! Leah had the 
baby about three hours ago. Baby girl, eight 
pounds, five ounces. Both are really healthy. 
You're probably at work, but | don’t have your 

cell number. Call me as soon as you get this, okay? 
Love ya! Bye.” 

Jason hung up and sighed. He wished he 

could have taken that phone call. He dialed 
David’s cell phone. 

“Richard,” David barked into the phone. 

“Daniel called. Leah had the baby,” Jason 

blurted in case David couldn't talk. 

“You're kidding!” David exclaimed. “That’s 

great. Wait, did you answer the phone?” 


“No, | let it go to voicemail,” Jason replied 


with a sigh. 

“Okay, shit. | have to go. l'Il call you as soon 

as | can. Love you, bye.” 

Jason shook his head. David was clearly ona 

call. At least he got a ‘Love you’ out of him. Jason 
went back to his computer and his brother popped 
online. They chatted on the computer, until the 
phone rang again at ten-thirty. The caller ID read 
David’s cell number. 

“Hello?” Jason answered. 

“Hi, babe,” David replied. “Sorry, | was 

busy earlier.” 

“It’s okay. | figured,” Jason replied. He typed 
goodbye to his brother before shutting the lid to his 
laptop. 

“I called Daniel,” David replied. “He’s 

thrilled.” 

“He sounded excited on the voicemail. It’s 

their first baby, right?” Jason asked. He couldn’t 


help but feel a little left out. As hard as he tried to 


include David in his extended family, David 
excluded him from his. 

“Yeah. They had some problems conceiving 

so you know this is big,” David replied. He 
sounded happy for his younger brother. 
“Mm-hmm. I’d say send my congratulations, 

but you know--” Jason trailed off. 

David sighed. “Can we not fight about this 
again?” 

“You ask me to marry you, yet you don’t tell 

your family that you’re dating someone, let alone 
living with someone. Not to mention that said 
someone is a guy who used to be a co-worker. It’s 
a bit of a conflicting message, David. I’m not going 
to keep hiding my relationship with you from 
them,” Jason said. “If you can’t tell them about us, 
| can’t marry you.” He laid it all out. He couldn’t 
be committed to David if he was going to hide and 
lie to his family. 


David fells silent for a few long moments. 


Finally he said, “You're right, Jason.” 

“lam?” 

“Yes, you are. It’s not fair to you or to me. 

Or to my kids. They haven’t seen as much of their 
grandparents or aunts and uncles as they usually 
would have because I’ve been afraid they would 
blab,” he admitted. “I’m tired of hiding.” 

“Okay. Then what do you want to do?” 

“| don’t know. | need to think about it. Did 

they tease you much at work?” he asked, changing 
the subject. 

Jason smiled. At least he got David thinking 

about it. “Of course. Nothing too bad though. | 
talked to Craig.” 

“How’s he doing?” 

“He got an offer to fly the Halifax to London 

route.” 

“London, which London?” David asked 

making Jason laugh. Sometimes they were so much 


alike it scared Jason. 


“England.” 

“Ah cool, oh wait, hang on,” David said. He 

was gone for a moment; Jason heard the sirens go 
on. “I got to go, have a speeder, love you, bye.” He 
hung up. 

Jason felt a little better and he signed back on 

to his laptop. Steve was still online and sent him a 
message. 

Steve says: 

David called? 

Jason says: 

Yeah. 

Steve says: 

Okay, don’t elaborate then. | was thinking 

about Thanksgiving. 

Jason says: 

I’m working, a 12 on Saturday then an 8 on 
Sunday, off Monday. 

Steve says: 


| have the whole weekend off. Nancy is Off, 


Mom is off, was thinking we should come to you. 
We’ve never done a holiday in Bathurst. 
Jason says: 

I’d love that. There is actually space for all 
of you at the house. | have to talk to David 
though. 

Steve says: 

| need to check with the wife as well. 
Jason says: 

David won't appreciate you calling him 
“the wife”. 

Steve says: 

Well, you know, I was just assuming. 
Jason says: 

Don’t assume...!'Il tell you if you want... 
Steve says: 

LA LA LA not listening! 
Jason says: 

You asked. 


Steve says: 


Did not! 
Jason laughed at the pure stupidity of the 
conversation. He missed talking to his brother like 
this. He let out a low yawn. He had to work in the 
morning, and the clock read ten to eleven. 
Jason says: 
Love you too. | need to head to bed. Have to 
work in the a.m. I'll talk with David and let you 
know. 
Steve says: 
Sounds good. Love you too. Have a good 
night. 
Jason says: 
Night. 

>K>K KK 
Jason pulled his cruiser into the train station. 
His mother’s train had already arrived, actually on 
time, which made his life easier. This was only the 
second time she had been to Bathurst and her first 


time taking the train up from Nova Scotia. Hosting 


his mom for Thanksgiving felt special somehow. 

He watched the doors, and he couldn’t help 

the smile that spread across his face as she stepped 
down from the train carrying a backpack. She 
scanned the crowd, and she broke into an identical 
smile and made a beeline for him. He enveloped 
her in a big hug, squeezing her small frame to him. 
Her blonde hair was piled on top of her head, with 
the curls falling out. He got his coloring from his 
mom. Blonde hair, green eyes. Even in her late 
forties she was a very pretty woman. 

“Hi, sweetie,” his mom said. “Are you 

working?” she asked, eyeing his uniform. 

“Sorry, the girl who was supposed to replace 

me called in sick. | can’t get a replacement until 
ten. David is working until two-ish. It’s not 

welfare weekend so the bars won’t be busy. He'll 
be home as soon as the crowd clears out,” he 
explained taking the bag from his mother. “You 


might have to entertain yourself for a few hours. 


Do you have another bag?” 

“Two actually,” she replied sheepishly. 

“Don’t worry about work, I’m a big girl,” she 
reminded him. 

Jason laughed. “I know you are. | still worry, 

and two bags, eh? You can sit up front with me, 
and l'Il throw the luggage in the back,” he replied. 
“Really?” she asked. “Can | use the siren?” 

she whispered, sounding more excited than most 
kids 

“We'll see,” he replied with a wink. 

She grinned and reached out and squeezed his 
hand. The luggage arrived from the front of the 
train, and Jason collected her two bags. His mom 
settled into the front seat, and he threw the cruiser 
into gear and pulled out of the parking lot. “So do 
you have a lot of homework this weekend?” he 
asked. 

“A lot doesn’t even begin to describe it,” his 


mom replied. “I have three midterms, two papers, 


plus two group projects, on top of my clinical 
work and my regular class readings.” She blew out 
a low whistle. “Just another day in the life of a 
fourth year nursing student.” 

“Are you working at the hospital?” Jason 

asked. 

“Not a lot,” she admitted. 

“How are you for money?” 

She made a noise. “You’re not supposed to 

be giving me money. I’m your mother.” 

“Who worked two jobs to raise me and Steve 
rather than go to school when she was young? So 
now that we're both doing well, it’s our turn to 
take care of you while you work on your dream,” 
Jason reminded her. 

She sighed. “It was my job, sweetie.” She 
reached over and squeezed Jason’s arm. “I didn’t 
mind at all.” Jason shot her a smile. “So you said 
it’s a full house this weekend?” 


“Yeah, you, Steve and Nancy, David’s kids, 


his parents, his sister, her husband and their two 
kids, as well as his brother and wife and their new 
baby,” Jason replied. “The whole family. It will 

be interesting.” 

His radio crackled and he turned it down. The 

call wasn’t for him, thank God. He didn’t want to 
respond code with his mom in the car. That being 
said, she would probably get a kick out of it. 
“Where are you putting everyone?” she asked. 

“| didn’t think the house was that big!” 

Jason laughed. “It’s not really. You’re 

actually sleeping in Mandy’s room. The girls are 
sleeping in Kevin’s room; the boys are sleeping in 
Ryan’s room. David’s parents have the bedroom in 
the basement, Steve and Nancy are taking the 
pullout in the rec room and the blow-up bed is 
going in the living room for David’s sister and her 
husband. His brother and wife get the spare room 
because of the baby.” 


“That 


houseguests 

for 

Thanksgiving.” She started counting on her fingers. 
“That’s seventeen people!” 

“It’s going to be a bit mad,” Jason admitted. 

“We bought a twenty-five pound turkey and a very 

large ham. So | hope that’s enough.” 

“Oh Lord, don’t ask me,” she replied. “You 

know | can’t cook.” 

“I know,” Jason agreed. 

She playfully slugged his arm. 

“Ouch, no hitting the police officer. | could 

charge you with assault for that.” Lorna laughed as 
Jason made a face at her before he continued. “So 

David’s family is arriving tomorrow along with 


Steve and Nancy. | have a favor to ask though.” 


“Anything, honey.” 

“David's family doesn’t know about us,” he 
explained. “Like they have no idea he’s dating 
anyone, let alone me living there. They also don’t 
know about the whole—gay—thing.” 

“Gay thing. Is that what we’re calling it 

now?” his mom teased. 

Jason sighed. He made the turn into their 
driveway. “Look, can you just not say anything 
about me and David. We're going to tell his family 
on Saturday night when | get off of work.” 

Lorna gave her son the look but then said. 

“Don’t worry, sweetie. | can keep the cat in the 
bag for a few hours.” 

“Thanks, Mom. l'Il bring your bags inside, 

then | need to grab something quick to eat before | 
head out,” he explained. “Sorry | have to work.” 
“It’s okay, sweetie. | understand, really. | 

have a ton of homework | need to do so it gives me 


some time to work on it. Before the insanity 


starts.” She got out of the cruiser and Jason 
followed, gathering up her bags. He opened the 
front door and gave her a brief spin around the 
house before dropping her bags in Mandy’s room. 
Mandy 

was 

excited 

to 

meet 

her 

new 

“grandmother” and more than willing to give up 
her room for her. 

He left his mom to settle in as he grabbed a 
sandwich to eat. Three bites into it his radio went 
off with a call. He answered it, then shouted 
upstairs. “Mom, | gotta go. l'II be home around 
ten! Love you,” he called 

“Love you too,” she called back then he was 


out the door. The shift kept Jason hopping, and he 


was dead tired when he arrived home just after 
eleven. He hated when he ended up working extra 
hours, especially after a twelve-hour shift. He had 
been working since seven a.m. 

His mom had left a note on the fridge saying 

she would see him in the morning. Grateful he 
didn’t have to entertain Jason collapsed into bed 
and fell asleep. 

Chapter Eleven 

A Secret Told 

A car horn honked announcing the arrival of 
Carole and the kids. David made his way outside 
to see the kids piling out of his ex-wife’s car. 
Mandy ran right to him and he scooped her up 
tossing her in the air before planting a big wet kiss 
on her cheek. She giggled and squirmed away. 
“Daddy!” she exclaimed. “No wet kisses!” 

David laughed and hugged Kyle who 

ploughed into his legs and then ruffled Ryan’s hair, 


which caused a scowl from his oldest. “Go on 


inside,” David told the kids. “Jason’s mom is in 
there, and she’s excited to meet you.” The kids 
hurried inside, and then David turned to Carole. 
“Are you sure you don’t want to come for dinner 
tomorrow. You know you’re always welcome.” 
“Thanks, but I’m going over to Mom’s. You 

and Jason need time alone with your families,” 
Carole replied. Her support for him and Jason had 
been surprising. Their relationship had actually 
improved in the past few months. “I gotta get 
going. You have the kids until next weekend,” she 
reminded him. 

She climbed back into her car and started to 
reverse. 

“Carole, wait,” David said, stopping her. “I 

should tell you before you hear it from the kids. 
Jason is being sent to Afghanistan,” he explained 
through the opened window. 

“Oh no.” Concern jumped into her eyes. 


“That’s awful.” 


“He leaves in January, but | wanted to tell 

you—” David paused unsure if he could tell his 
ex-wife that he was getting re-married. “I wanted 
to tell you | asked Jason to marry me. We're going 
to do a small ceremony in front of a justice of the 
peace before he leaves. We're telling the family 
this weekend. | just thought you should hear it from 
me.” 

Carole threw the car into park and stepped 

out, throwing her arms around David. “I’m happy 
for you,” she said. Her reaction startled the crap 
out of David, but he let her continue. “I’ve always 
loved Jason. The kids love Jason. | know he loves 
them. How can | complain if our kids are happy?” 
“Thank you,” David replied. 

“Thank you for telling me.” She gave David 
another quick hug. “Right, | need to go. l'Il call the 
kids later in the week.” She climbed back into her 
car and pulled away. She turned out of the 


driveway and immediately another car turned in. 


As they approached, he recognized his brother 
driving the SUV. He waited while they parked and 
exited the car. Daniel climbed out of the driver’s 
seat and made a beeline for him. 

“Hey, big bro,” Daniel said giving David a 

strong squeeze. “How are you?” 

“I’m great,” David replied. “How was the 

drive up? How did the baby do?” 

“She slept almost the whole way.” Daniel 

went back to the SUV and helped Leah out of the 
back along with the car seat and his new niece. 
“That’s good. Long car rides with babies can 
be...interesting,” David replied. He gave Leah a 
quick hug and gazed down at Emma. “She’s even 
more beautiful in person,” he told her and the new 
mother beamed. 

“Go inside, sweetie. David can help me with 

all of the stuff we brought,” Daniel told his wife. 
He leaned down and kissed her before she 


disappeared inside with the baby. 


“How much gear did you bring?” David 

asked following Daniel around to the back of the 
SUV. 

“Not too much,” Daniel replied opening the 

back of the SUV to reveal it packed with baby 
Supplies. 

David laughed. “You would think you were 

moving in or something.” He helped Daniel bring 
everything into the spare room. He had already 
brought up the crib and the change table from the 
basement where it had been stored since Kevin 
grew out of it. 

Daniel brought everything else needed for a 

baby and then some. Including a spare kitchen sink, 
just to be safe. 

“Daddy, can | hold the baby?” Mandy asked, 
standing in the doorway to the spare room. “Aunt 
Leah said | had to ask you if it would be okay.” 

“If it’s okay with Aunt Leah.” David smiled 


as his daughter. “Are you all right in here?” he 


asked Daniel, who nodded. “Okay, sweetie. Let’s 
go see that baby.” 

Leah sat in the living room with Lorna and 

Kyle. “I brought Daddy with me, Aunt Leah,” 
Mandy announced. 

“I see, sweetie,” Leah replied to her niece. 

“Why don’t you grab a camera and snap a few 
photos of Emma meeting her cousins for the first 
time.” 

“Sure.” David went back into the kitchen and 
grabbed the camera out of the cupboard where they 
kept their small electronics before returning to the 
living room. He snapped several photos of Mandy 
and Emma along with Kyle and Leah and Daniel 
and Emma. He was just getting to hold his niece 
for the first time when a low mournful howl 
reverberated through the house. 

“LEROY!” Kyle exclaimed making a beeline 

for the front door. 


“David, we’re here,” his mother called out, 


as if such an announcement were necessary. “We 
brought Leroy.” Leroy was his parent’s Bassett 
hound. “Come on in,” David called back. He held 
his niece close inhaling the sweet and sour baby 
smell. He knew the second his mother got in the 
door he wouldn’t see Emma for the rest of the 
weekend. 

His mother came in dragging a suitcase, 

followed by his dad. “Bonjour, David. Ca va?” 
Todd Richard asked his eldest son. 

“Oui,” David replied with a broad smile. 
“Est-ce-que c'est ma grande-fille?” his dad 
asked, nodding to Emma. 

“Oui, Papa. C'est Emma,” Daniel replied, 

grinning broadly. 

His dad smiled and took a few steps forward 
holding his arms out to David. “Permets-moi de la 
voir avant que sa mere l'a volé.” 

“Todd! I’m not going to steal her,” Janet 


replied swatting at his arm, but she allowed David 


to pass Emma over to her husband. 

“Sorry,” Leah interrupted. “Could we stick to 
English?” 

“Of course, sweetheart,” Todd replied in 

perfect English. “Just remind me if | start in French 
again.” 

“Thank you,” Leah sighed with gratitude. 

David introduced everyone to Lorna who sat 

back in the chair watching the interactions with 
polite attention. He made it seem like she was 
staying there because Jason didn’t have room at his 
place. He had a knot in his stomach from lying to 
his family. Every time he spoke to them and 
dodged questions about dating or told a white lie 
about Jason, the knot got bigger. Thank God he 
was finally telling them. 

Donna arrived around four with her husband 
Frank and her two kids, Marie-Elizabeth and 
Marc-Andre. Everyone spent time cooing over 


Emma. David couldn’t believe how big Marc- 


Andre had gotten. Already a year old, David 
hadn’t seen him in over six months. More guilt. He 
had been avoiding his family in fear of them 
finding out about Jason. He couldn’t wait for that 
feeling to be gone. He just hoped his family would 
be accepting. 

Jason wasn’t due home until after seven so 

when he walked in the door around five, not in his 
uniform, he surprised David. “David, I’m here,” 
Jason called over Leroy’s howls as he stopped to 
pet the basset hound on his way into the living 
room. 

He smiled broadly. “Hi,” David replied 

before turning to his family. “Everyone, this is 
Jason, Jason, this is everyone: My mom, Janet, my 
dad, Todd, my sister, Donna, and her husband, 
Frank. These are their two kids, Marie-Elizabeth 
and Marc-Andre. My brother, Daniel, and his 

wife, Leah, and their baby daughter, Emma.” 


“Sorry, | just got off work,” Jason apologized 


to the group. “Did you get dinner started yet?” 
“No one wanted to cook so we're ordering 
pizza,” Lorna told her son. She patted the arm of 
the chair she lounged in. Jason perched himself 
there. 

“Where are you ordering from?” he asked 

David with a raised eyebrow. 

“Eastside. 

It’s 

pick-up 

by 

the 

Way. 

Whoever’s car is in last gets voted to go,” David 
replied. With a wink. 

Jason rolled his eyes. Since his car was at the 
end of the driveway, he would be sent on the 
mission for pizza. “| need a drink. Does anyone 
want anything?” 


Leah requested a pop, all of the men wanted 


beer, and his mom asked for a wine. David 
excused himself to help Jason in the kitchen. He 
followed Jason out of the living room but pulled 
him into the short hall that led to their room 
instead. The second the door closed David pressed 
Jason against the door and kissed him. 

“Damn, | wanted to do that from the second | 

saw you,” David told Jason. He brushed his hands 
through his partner’s short hair. “I love you.” 

“I love you too,” Jason replied. 

“Why are you home so early?” David’s 

fingers trailed lower brushing down Jason’s chest 
and across his stomach. 

Jason slapped his hands away. “Behave! 

Lindsey felt bad for calling in sick yesterday so 
she came in early today.” 

“I’m glad you're here. Now that I’m going to 

tell them, it’s scary,” David said. He hesitated, but 
continued. “I feel guilty, like I’m lying to them all 


of the time. | have this sick feeling in the pit of my 


stomach.” 

Jason touched David's face, bringing their 

eyes level. “Listen to me, okay? | felt the exact 
Same way when I came out to my mom. Guilty for 
something you have no control over. It will be 
okay, Davie. | promise. I’m living proof of that. 

My mom kicked me out, remember, bit of a knee- 
jerk reaction. It took us some time, but now we 
have a great relationship. Even if your family is 
unsure and doesn’t support you right away it’s 
okay. They'll come around, and in the meantime, 
you have me and my family and the kids who all 
love and support you.” 

David pulled Jason into a tight hug, kissing 

him. “Thank you,” he mumbled into Jason’s 
shoulder. 

“Come on, let’s go get the drinks before 

someone wonders what we got up to,” Jason said. 
He hugged David one last time before opening the 


door to the bedroom. They walked the short 


distance into the kitchen to find Donna taking the 
tops off of several beers. 

“There you are. | was starting to think you just 
up and ran away from this insanity,” Donna said. 
“I just needed to talk to Jason for a minute,” 
David replied as casually as possible. 

Donna shot him an odd look before saying, 
“Wanna get the wine out of the fridge?” 

“Sure.” Jason grabbed the bottle of wine and 
David brought down three glasses. 

“Why three glasses?” Donna asked as Jason 
opened the bottle of wine. 

“One for Lorna, one for Jason, one for you.” 

“I’m not drinking,” Donna said replacing one 
wineglass in the cupboard. 

David playfully grabbed his sister and felt her 
forehead. “Are you sick or something? My baby 
sister turning down free alcohol?” 

“Let go. I’m not sick, l'’m—” Donna stopped 


and pressed her lips together like she’d said 


something that she shouldn’t have. 

David grabbed his sister and this time 

squeezed. “Congrats, sis. How far along are you?” 
Donna sighed. “I’m not even sure yet,” she 
replied, slugging David in the arm. “Not a word to 
anyone.” She waggled a finger at Jason. “You 
too.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Jason replied with a grin. He 
collected the drinks and along with David and 
Donna brought them into the living room. 

“We need orders for pizza,” David said 

grabbing a note pad and a pen. He wrote down 
several orders and moderated the debate over 
what they should get. Once they finally decided he 
called the order into Eastside Pizza. “It will be 
ready in an hour,” David announced. 

A cheer went up in the room. David smiled. 

He bumped his hand against Jason’s knee, a small 
way of saying he was thinking about his partner 


without being too obvious. 


Jason was getting ready to go and pick up the 
pizza when the doorbell rang sending Leroy into a 
fit of howls. Jason answered it and was enveloped 
by a warm hug. 

“Hey, little brother,” Nancy, his sister in-law, 
greeted him. 

“Hi, Nancy.” Jason patted her on the back. 

“How's it going?” 

“Excellent,” she said slightly breathless from 

the cold. 

“Sorry we're late,” Steve said messing up 

Jason’s short hair and slugging his arm. “I got 
called into work until three-thirty today.” 

“It’s okay,” Jason replied. “Come on in. 

Everyone else is here.” 

Steve and Nancy stopped to pet Leroy, who 

then resumed lying on his spot on the floor in the 
kitchen. Jason introduced everyone to his brother 
and sister-in-law then convinced Steve to drive 


him over to Eastside to pick up the pizzas. 


“So how’s it going?” Steve asked once they 

pulled out of the driveway. 

“All right.” Jason shifted with discomfort. 

“David is telling his family about us tonight.” 

“You mean they don’t know—” Steve let the 
sentence hang. 

“Anything. Exclamation point,” Jason replied 

with a sigh. “Take a right onto the highway,” he 
directed. 

“Ouch,” Steve replied, following Jason’s 
directions. “So they don’t know he’s dating you or 
living with you or anything?” 

“Pretty much.” 

Steve let out a low whistle. “When are you 

telling them?” 

“Tonight after dinner. So would you and 

Nancy and Mom hide out down in the basement for 
a little while when we talk to David's family?” 
Jason asked. 


“Are you sure you want to do that. | can hang 


around in the kitchen in case it doesn’t go well,” 
Steve replied. 

“Jesus, Steve, we’re not going to get into a 
fistfight,” Jason said shaking his head. “If it 
doesn’t work out we'll offer to pay for them to stay 
in a hotel tonight, and they'll be welcome to come 
to dinner tomorrow or just head home.” 

Steve shook his head. “How many times have 

we seen DVs from something like this?” he pointed 
out. “I’d rather be close just in case.” 

“I think you forget David and | are also police 
officers. We can diffuse the situation if it comes to 
that.” 

“You and | both know if it’s your family or 

the family of a loved one, it’s not that easy,” Steve 
said. Jason sighed and directed him to take the exit 
off of the highway. 

“What makes you think that you can be any 

more objective than me or David?” Jason said 


once Steve took the appropriate exit. 


“Because I’ve been through what they'll be 

going through,” Steve replied. “I know exactly 
how they'll be feeling. How they will question 
themselves, and wonder what they did. The guilt.” 
“Guilt?” Jason asked. Guilt? What did Steve 

have to feel guilty about? 

“You know, did | do this? What if | spent 

more time with you, hanging out with you? What if 
| took you to one more hockey game, or brought 
you a dirty magazine, or talked with you about 
girls. If | did one of those things differently, then 
maybe you wouldn't be gay,” Steve replied. He 
kept his eyes focused on the road, but Jason could 
tell he fought back waves of emotions. 

“Steve.” He reached over and gripped his 
brother’s shoulder. “Fuck, | never knew you felt 
like this. You’ve never said anything.” 

Steve shrugged. “Didn’t seem important after 

a while.” 


Jason wished he could hug his brother. 


Instead, he squeezed his arm. “Well, it’s not 
anything you did or Mom did.” He paused and took 
a deep breath. “Or Dad didn’t do. | was born this 
way, Steve. Really. I've always known I was 
different, and | probably knew | was gay at like 
eight or nine. | can’t change being gay any more 
than | can change my eye color or my height.” 

“I know that now, Jase, but not when you first 
came out. Not for a long time,” Steve replied. “l 
blamed myself for a lot of things.” 

“Don’t, okay?” Jason said. “The pizza place 

is on the left,” he directed. 

Steve pulled in and they both took a few deep 
breaths. “Who knew going for pizza would be so 
intense?” Steve joked. 

“Yeah.” Jason blew a long and slow breath. 

“You know | don’t say it enough, but | love you. 
You're a great big brother.” 

“I love you too, baby bro. Now let’s go get 


the pizza.” Steve hopped out of his SUV and 


followed Jason into Eastside Pizza. 

The kid behind the counter lit up like a 

Christmas tree when he saw Jason. “Hey, Jase,” he 
said grinning. “How are you doing?” 

“Hi, Josh, I’m good, buddy,” Jason replied 

giving the tall and lanky teenager a fist bump. 
“How are you?” 

He shrugged. “It’s going okay. | miss you.” 

“Miss you too,” Jason replied. “Oh, this is my 
brother, Steve.” Jason introduced him. “Steve, this 
is Josh. | used to live next door to him.” Jason shot 
his brother a meaningful look and Steve nodded 
Slightly in understanding. Almost two years ago 
Josh’s older brother had been killed in an 

accident. An entire group of students was killed on 
an icy road right outside of the city. It ripped the 
heart out of the town and out of Jason. He had been 
the first officer on the scene; the memories left him 
unable to stay in the apartment he loved, moving 


away about six months after the accident. 


“It’s really nice to meet you, Josh,” Steve 

said politely. “Jason has told me a lot about you.” 
Josh beamed. “Are you still thinking of joining the 
RCMP?” 

Josh’s enthusiasm was heart-warming. “Yeah, 
totally! You’re on the force as well, right?” 

Steve returned his grin. “Yes.” 

“Awesome.” Josh’s boss glared at him from 

the kitchen. “Oh sorry, so what can | get for you 
guys?” 

“We have a pick-up order, five extra-large 

pizzas and two extra-large garlic fingers,” Jason 
replied. 

“Oh yeah, what’s the phone number?” Josh 

asked. Jason rattled off their home phone number. 
“Cool, l'Il be right back.” Josh disappeared for a 
second and returned carrying a large stack of pizza 
boxes. “I hope you have a lot of people for this 
amount of food,” Josh said setting the boxes down 


on the counter. 


“Yeah, | just hope it’s going to be enough,” 

Jason replied with a wink. “Steve and | are pretty 
hungry.” 

Josh laughed and rang up the total. “That’s 

two hundred and fifty dollars and forty three 
cents.” 

“Ouch, you’re eating me out of house and 

home, Steve,” Jason teased handing over his debit 
card. 

“Ha! Ha!” Steve replied. 

Josh rang him through. “So are you still living 

in the apartment building on St. Anne?” he asked. 
“Uhh, no, | moved out to a house in South 


Tetegoushe with my partner,” Jason replied, 


uncomfortable. It still felt weird mentioning David 
as his partner. 

“Oh, awesome,” Josh replied, not noticing 

Jason’s discomfort. “Lots of space out there, eh?” 
“Yeah it’s great.” Josh handed Jason his 

receipt. “You still have my number though, right?” 
“Uhh—” Josh hesitated. Jason grabbed a pen 

and a napkin and scribbled down his cell phone 
number. 

“Seriously, call me anytime day or night. 
Anything you need. All right?” Jason said. Steve 
picked up the pizza boxes. 

“I will, thanks,” Josh replied with a grin. 

Jason got the door as they went back out into 

the parking lot. 

“He seems like a good kid,” Steve said once 

they were on their way back to David and Jason’s 
house. 


“He’s a great kid. He’s had it rough since his 


brother died,” Jason replied. “I hope he calls me if 
he needs anything. | really do miss hanging out 
with him. With both of them.” 

Steve tapped Jason’s knee and shared a sad 
smile with him. Even after two years the accident 
was fresh in everyone’s minds. The memorial sat 
along the side of the road where the crash 
happened, and people still broke down at the 
mention of it. Jason believed everything happened 
for a reason however, and everyone’s reason was 
different. Jason felt lucky enough to know his 
reason. David. Without the accident Jason knew 
they would not be together. It was the push that 
started them onto the path they were on now. 
Steve stayed quiet recognizing Jason needed 
time to reflect. By the time they got back to the 
house Jason was almost his usual self. 

“Ready for the insanity?” Jason teased 

without the usual sparkle in his eyes. 


“Nope, but let’s go,” Steve replied. 


Dinner was a bit of a mad house: parents, 

kids, screaming Emma, howling dog. Jason found 
refuge in the relative calm of the kitchen as he 
loaded the dishwasher up after dinner. 

David came in to help. “You okay?” Jason 

asked him. He could see that the stress radiated off 
of his body. 

“Yeah. Nervous,” David replied. 

Jason reached out and squeezed his arm, “It 

will be fine, | promise.” 

“Thanks,” David said. He didn’t sound like 

he believed him though. 

Jason finished cleaning up the kitchen and 

then joined David in the living room. He gave his 
mom and Nancy a nod, and they excused 
themselves and took the children down to the 
playroom with the promise of a movie, with the 
exception of Emma who had snuggled in her 
grandmother’s arms, fast asleep. 


David stood up and moved to the center of the 


room. He cleared his throat. “Everyone, | have 
something to say,” he said loud enough to get 
everyone’s attention. 

Everyone stopped chatting and turned to listen 
to David’s announcement. 

“I,” David paused and swallowed, “I—uhh 

—” David looked at Jason with panic in his eyes. 
Jason stood up and walked over to David, taking 
his hand and squeezing it. It gave David the 
courage to speak. “I wanted to tell you all that 
Jason is more than a friend and a co-worker. A lot 
more.” David’s family remained silent so he 
continued. “We’ve been together for almost a year 
now. Jason’s been living here since March. Carole 
knows and supports us. My kids know and they 
love their Uncle Jason. All | ask is for your 

Support even if you don’t understand this. If you 
can’t do that I’m more than willing to pay for a 
hotel for you tonight to think it over.” 


Jason’s hand in his grounded him. He felt 


solid, and even through all of the questions he still 
had, all of the doubts that were overwhelming him, 
he knew he’d made the right decision. 

Everyone in the room sat there a bit stunned; 

they all seemed to be processing the information. 
David’s father stood up. He glanced from David to 
Jason and to their hands clasped together. He then 
promptly punched the living room wall as hard as 
he could. His fist reverberated off the wall. David 
and Jason both winced at the sound. 

“Papa, s'il te plait,” David started. The rest 

died in his throat as his father marched over to 
him. David flinched and squeezed his eyes shut as 
his father brought his hand back up. 

Instead of the blow he was expecting his 

father enveloped him in the warmest hug. “/e 
t'aime, mon fils, toujours, ” | will always love 

you, my son, his father whispered in his ear. 

David let go of Jason’s hand with one last 


squeeze allowing him to hug his father back as 


tightly as possible. “Merci,” was all he could get 
out as tears streamed down his face. 

Janet came over and enveloped both her 

husband and older son in a large hug, followed by 
Donna who hugged Jason before moving to her 
brother once her parents let go. “Jesus, David, you 
think we didn’t already know?” she asked, 
smacking his arm and kissing his cheek at the same 
time. “Please, I’m not blind, dumb, or stupid.” 
David looked at his mom who nodded. “I’ve 

known since you two stayed over that night,” she 
confirmed. “You were so happy. The way you 
looked at Jason. You didn’t have to tell me. | knew 
you were in love.” 

David blushed and shared a smile with Jason, 

who also turned a bit red. David’s father spoke at 
last. “Your mother told me. | didn’t want to 

believe it at first,” he said in English to David. “It 
took me a long time to understand. When | realized 


how happy you were I knew the rest didn’t matter. 


l'm sorry about the wall. Some part of me was still 
holding onto hope your mother was wrong. | can 
see that she’s not, and | don’t care. | still love 
you.” 

“Thank you,” David replied. He reached over 

and grabbed Jason’s hand. He really wanted to 
kiss him right now, but he didn’t think his family 
wanted to see that just yet. 

“Hang on a second,” Daniel called from his 
position still on the love seat. “Was | the only one 
not to know about you fucking a guy?” he asked. 
“Daniel, don’t swear,” Janet admonished. 

“Sorry, Mom.” 

At the same time Donna and Leah replied, 

“Yes!” 

“Oh, okay then,” he shrugged and then took 
Emma from Leah, tickling the baby’s tummy. 
Jason shot David a confused look. 

“It’s his way of saying he’s cool with us,” 


David whispered back. 


Jason nodded and shared a smile. Once 

everyone hugged both men and the excitement of 
David’s non-announcement settled down, David 
excused himself to go clean up. 

He splashed water on his face. He hated 

crying. It always made him feel weak somehow. 
He knew it was stupid, but he couldn’t help that 
feeling that overcame him every time. The door to 
his bedroom shook with a familiar soft knock, and 
he called for Jason to come in. Daniel opened the 
door, surprising him. 

“Hey,” Daniel said shutting the door. “Can 

we talk?” 

“Sure,” David replied, feeling quite the 

opposite. Daniel dropped onto the bed and stared 
off into space for a few moments. 

Finally he spoke, “Can | ask you something?” 
“Anything.” David sat down on the bed next 

to his brother. 


“Did anything make you this way?” he asked. 


David could tell he was struggling with something. 
“Did | do this somehow, did Mom?” he broke off 
blinking away tears. 

David pulled his younger brother into a hug, 

“Of course not. Why would you think that?” 

Daniel shrugged. 

“I struggled with who I was for a very long 

time. | was with women, | loved women. | loved 
Carole. There was always something missing 
though, something | couldn’t explain. The first time 
| realized there could be, should be, more for me 
with Jason, | was in a bar. | had a chance to go 
home with this chick. She was great, totally my 
type, and she lit up a joint. | used that as an excuse 
to leave her and go back to Jason’s apartment. It 
was the first time | recognized | wanted another 
guy. | didn’t even kiss Jason until a day or two 
later. Then | said something, and he took it the 
wrong way. Heck, it nearly ended our entire 


friendship.” 


“What happened next?” Daniel asked. 

“Carole fucked off to Montreal for the 

weekend while | was doing the course in Halifax 
to become a training officer,” David replied. 
“There was no one to look after the kids, so Jason 
stepped in. | drove over six hours in a snowstorm 
to make it back here, and when | did, the second | 
saw Jason | knew | had to do something. | loved 
him. He was willing to give up everything for my 
kids. How could I not? There were a lot of bumps 
in the road, but we're making it.” 

“So he took care of your kids and you fell in 

love with him?” Daniel asked sounding confused. 
“It’s a lot more than that, Daniel,” David tried 

to explain. “I already loved him. Jason was my 
best friend, we supported each other, trusted each 
other with our lives long before we realized there 
was more between us. Sometimes when you rely 
on one person for so long, no matter who that 


person is, you develop a connection. Sometimes 


the connection is platonic and sometimes,” David 
shrugged, “it’s not.” 

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t get it, Dave. | 
really don’t get it,” he admitted. 

“I’m sorry,” David apologized. “I wish | 

could make you understand.” 

“I’m sorry.” Daniel paused before reaching 

over and hugging his brother. “Even if | don’t get it 
| still love you, okay? Nothing’s going to change 
the fact that you’re my big brother and Emma’s 
uncle.” 

“Thank you,” David replied. “We should get 

back out there before Jason comes looking for us.” 
“Yeah, don’t need your boyfriend beating me 

up,” Daniel teased. 

“Ha ha.” They left the bedroom and re-joined 
everyone in the living room. David sat on one of 
the couches next to Jason who casually slung an 
arm over his shoulder. 


“Everything okay?” he whispered softly to 


David. 

David leaned over and gave him a very brief 

kiss on the lips. “Yeah, everything is fine.” 
Chapter Twelve 

..and a Secret Forgiven 

Jason finished turning the lights off in the 

house just before midnight; everyone had 
disappeared off to bed not too long before. He 
made sure Leroy went out one last time, and that 
all the doors and were locked before he joined 
David in their room. 

David stood at the sink, brushing his teeth 

when Jason sauntered over to the bathroom, his 
hands slipping around David’s waist. “I love you,” 
he whispered in his partner’s ear. “You're 
amazing.” 

“"ur amxing oo,” David replied, his mouth 

full of a toothbrush and toothpaste. Jason laughed 
at him so he spit it out. “I said you’re amazing 


” 


too. 


Jason leaned in and kissed David. “Minty 

fresh,” he teased. 

David gave him a playful shove. “You taste 

like wine. Wine and toothpaste, not a great 
combination.” 

“You love it,” Jason said. 

David rolled his eyes. “Get ready for bed.” 

He excused himself to the bedroom while Jason 
messed around in the bathroom for ten minutes. 
Just the table lamps were on when Jason entered 
the bedroom. He shut and locked the ensuite door 
from the outside so there would be no interruptions 
from David's brother and wife who were in the 
Spare room along with the baby. 

Jason stripped out of his clothes and crawled 
naked into bed with David who wore a t-shirt and 
pajama pants. “Aren’t you going to be a bit 
warm?” Jason asked tugging at David’s shirt. 
“Shouldn’t you be more decent?” David 


asked, his fingers moving down Jason’s chest. 


“I’m not the one who tried to cop a feel 

earlier,” Jason pointed out. 

“Did not,” David protested bringing his lips 

to Jason’s. 

“Did too.” Jason kissed him. They kissed 

hard and fast, then slow and gentle. They poured 
all of their emotions into this kiss leaving them 
both breathless. 

“I love you. I’m so proud of you,” Jason said 

once they broke apart. 

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” David 
replied. He tugged on Jason and pulled him on top 
of him. Jason rested his weight on his arms. Gazing 
down up at his partner, he said, “I almost couldn’t 
do it.” 

“I know.” 

“I’m so glad | told them.” 

“I know.” Jason brushed away the tears 

slipping down David’s cheek. “We still have to 


tell them the other part you know,” he reminded his 


fiancé. 

“Which part’s that?” David asked as Jason 
stripped him out of his shirt. 

“The part where we tell them we're getting 
married,” Jason said taking one of David’s nipples 
in his mouth, sucking. 

“Oh yeah, that,” David gasped, “we can do 

after dinner tomorrow.” His fingers brushed over 
Jason’s short hair. 

“Uh-huh,” Jason replied. His mouth moved 

lower over David’s stomach. He peeled away 
David’s PJ pants to find his thick hardness waiting 
for him. He swallowed David’s uncut cock, 
working the length over with his throat. 

David let out a hearty groan and then pushed 
Jason away. “God, we can’t do this,” he said. 
“Why not,” Jason asked with a sly grin. His 
tongue just brushed over the tip of David’s cock. 
“Because we have a house full of people, and 


l'Il never hear the end of it if anyone catches us,” 


David replied. He tugged on Jason’s arm trying to 
pull him up. 

“Then bury your head in a pillow,” Jason 

said. His mouth covered David again, licking and 
sucking. 

“Jase, oh fuck,” David grabbed a pillow and 
moaned into it. “Fuck,” he whispered again. 
Jason smiled. He let David’s hard member 

Slip from his mouth and kissed lower, opening 
David's legs. He loved this. He loved that thick 
manly smell that was all David. His tongue darted 
out just brushing over David’s entrance, causing 
the older man to groan out loud even through the 
pillow. 

Jason smiled as he started rimming his 

partner in earnest. David flipped over onto his 
stomach, giving Jason all of the access he could 
want. He honed in and alternated from running his 
tongue over David and pushing inside him. David 


was all but screaming into the mattress. 


He stopped to reach into the nightstand and 
grab a bottle of lube. “We’re getting low on this,” 
Jason pointed out and he turned the bottle upside 
down and gave it several hard shakes. A decent 
amount squirted out over his fingers. 

“We'll have to order—” David’s words were 

cut off by Jason slipping a slick digit deep inside 
him. David whimpered into the pillow. 

“Sorry, what was that?” Jason teased rubbing 

his finger against David’s sweet spot. 

“Bastard,” David whispered as Jason added 

a second finger. 

Jason pressed hard into David. “You love 

me.” 

“Yesss,” David managed to hiss. “God, | 

need you.” 

“Just want to make sure you’re ready.” Jason 
added a third finger, and David growled at the 
extra width. “We haven’t done it like this in a 


while.” 


David was a natural top, although they 

switched it up. It wasn’t unusual for David to go a 
month or more without being on the bottom. His 
cock ached, and once he was inside David, he 
knew he wouldn’t be able to hold off very long. 
“Just fuck me, Jason, | need you,” David 

begged as Jason finger-fucked him. “Please.” 
Without removing his fingers Jason reached over 
to get a condom out. “No,” David said. 

Jason pulled his fingers out. “Did | hurt you?” 

he asked. He looked over David, seeing if there 
were any visible signs he had pushed him too far. 
David flipped over from his stomach to his 

back. He sat up and pulled Jason close to him, 
kissing him. “I’m fine. | meant no, don’t get a 
condom.” 

Jason looked at his partner in confusion, 

“Why not? You don’t want me?” he asked. His 
stomach sank a bit. 


David rolled his eyes. “God, you can be thick 


sometimes, Jason,” he said in frustration. “I want 
you to fuck me with nothing between us.” 

Jason groaned. He had been waiting a long 

time to take David bareback. “Are you sure, 
David?” 

“I’m positive. | need you and just you,” David 
replied. He kissed Jason, his hands finding the 
bottle of lube on the bed where Jason tossed it. He 
shook out enough lube to cover Jason. 

“Fuck. | love you,” Jason whispered as David 
coated him. 

“I love you too,” David replied. He lay back 
against the pillows. Jason settled between his legs, 
his fingers going to David’s cock, stroking him. 
David reached down and guided Jason into 

him. Jason bit his lip. David was so warm, so 

snug. He loved this feeling. “You're so tight,” 
Jason said. 

“You feel amazing,” David replied. “I can 


feel every inch, every vein. God, why haven’t we 


done this before?” 

Jason laughed as he fully slid into David. He 
waited until David gave him an almost 
imperceptible nod. They both sighed as he slid out 
and in again. Together they built a healthy rhythm. 
Jason already felt himself moving toward the 
edge, and he could tell David wasn’t even close. 
His partner pulled him down on top of him. Jason 
loved being fully pressed against David. Feeling 
every part of their body connecting. “Come for me, 
Jason. | need to hear you scream,” he growled in 
Jason’s ear. 

“Need you to come first,” Jason grunted back. 
David squeezed around Jason. “Not this 

time,” he hissed back. 

Jason frowned, his body tensing up. He 

leaned forward and bit David’s shoulder 
screaming into it as he came. He pumped his body 
half a dozen more times before collapsing onto 


David. 


“Fuck,” Jason swore once he regained his 
breath. “Sorry.” He licked the spot where he had 
bitten David, almost breaking the skin. 

“For what, coming or biting me?” David 

asked 

“Both,” Jason replied. 

“It’s okay on both accounts.” 

“You didn’t?” Jason asked, his hand working 

its way between them to stroke David. 

David pushed his hand away. “Nope, but it 
means | can fuck you next,” he said. 

“Give me a minute,” Jason said. His body 

was still rocked by the aftershocks of the orgasm, 
and he couldn’t even consider moving let alone 
actually doing so. 

David’s laugh rumbled deep and low in his 
chest. “Take your time. We have all night.” 

“I have to work in the morning,” Jason 

reminded him. 


“It’s a Sunday. The most you'll do is give a 


little old lady a speeding ticket for driving too fast 
on her way to church.” 

“Don’t jinx me,” Jason replied. He moved 

and his cock slid out of David with a soft pop. He 
kissed David before moving down his body. He 
stopped to give a couple of quick sucks on his 
cock before moving lower nudging David's legs 
up. 

“What are you doing?” 

Jason smirked. His tongue found David's 
entrance and he started lapping at everything that 
had already leaked out. “Cleaning up my mess,” 
Jason said with a wink. 

David moaned low and long. “Oh fuck,” he 

hissed as Jason plunged his tongue deep inside 
him. “Fuck.” 

“Make sure you give it all to me,” Jason said. 

His tongue worked its way into David. 

“Fuck. Oh fuck. Stop,” David moaned. 


Jason looked up at his partner. “Everything 


okay?” he asked innocently. 

“I don’t want to come yet. | still want to fuck 
you,” David replied. He pulled Jason up until their 
eyes were level. He licked the smears off the side 
of his face. 

Jason smiled. “What are you waiting for 

then?” 

David grabbed Jason and flipped them over 

so he was on top. He kissed Jason as he reached 
for the lube. He started to coat his fingers, but 
Jason stopped him. “Just fuck me. | need to feel 
your bare cock stretching me open.” 

David moaned and coated his cock with a 

thick layer of lube instead. “Are you sure?” he 
asked, the tip of his cock pressing against Jason’s 
entrance. 

“Yes.” 

He felt David press in, slowly moving in and 

out getting them both used to the feeling of bare 


Skin to skin. It didn’t last much longer before Jason 


begged for more. He wanted it all. He wanted it 
hard, he wanted it fast, and he wanted it now. He 
cried out and arched once David sheathed himself 
inside, begging him to start moving right away. 
They fought and growled and clawed at each 

other. They had gone from making love to pure raw 
fucking, and both loved every moment of it. With 
every movement their moans got louder, the power 
of the coupling erasing all their good intentions of 
staying quiet. 

“Come for me, David, come for me,” Jason 
chanted, tightening, almost painfully, around him. 
A few more thrusts and David threw back his 

head, roaring as his orgasm overtook him. Jason’s 
hand worked over his cock. “That’s it, just a bit 
more. God, don’t stop,” he moaned. David kept 
moving until Jason threw back his own head and 
called out David’s name as he tumbled over the 
edge. 


They collapsed in a heap together both 


struggling to catch their breaths. “Jesus,” Jason 
started. 

“Fucking,” David replied. 

“Christ,” Jason finished. 

Neither man could talk, or move, or even 

really think. They lay pressed together in a sweaty 
mess, loud breathing the only noise filling the 
room. After what seemed like an eternity David 
pulled out of Jason and flopped over onto his back. 
Jason let out a huge breath. 

“Was | squashing you?” David asked. 

“Yeah, but I didn’t mind,” Jason replied. He 

rolled over onto his side, his head resting on 
David’s chest. “I love you.” 

“Love you too.” 

“| need sleep.” 

“Want me to get a cloth and clean us up,” 

David asked, sounding half asleep. 

“Sure,” Jason replied sounding just as sleepy. 


He felt David start to move but then grow 


still. “I don’t think I can.” 

“It’s okay,” Jason mumbled sleepily into his 

chest. “We can shower in the morning.” 

“Uh-huh,” David replied. The last thing Jason 

felt before falling asleep was the comforter pulled 
over both of them, wrapping them in a cocoon of 
warmth that would last for the rest of the night. 
Chapter Thirteen 

Acceptance from those you Love 

Jason stumbled out of bed after hitting the 

Snooze button on his alarm clock, twice. He knew 
he was late, but he desperately needed a shower. 
Scratch that, he needed coffee and then a shower. 
He pulled on pair of PJ pants, realizing too late 
that they were David's and looked like a pair of 
flood pants on him. 

Oh well, no one would be awake at this hour 
anyway. He wandered into the kitchen half asleep, 
grateful for the coffeemaker that had started 


automatically and the fresh pot of coffee waiting 


for him. 

David wandered into the kitchen just as he 
added Coffeemate to his cup. Fuck, he felt half 
asleep still. 

“Hey babe,” Jason mumbled. Walking past 

David he planted a kiss on his head as he carried 
his coffee toward their bedroom. 

“Love you too,” David replied, but not in 

David's voice. Jason blinked. Fuck. Daniel. 

“Shit, sorry, Daniel. You and David need 
different colored hats or something this early,” 
Jason said. He took a large swallow of his coffee. 
He burned his throat but he didn’t care. He needed 
something to wake him up. 

“It’s okay. Tired?” Daniel teased. He went 

for the cupboard to get a cup. 

“A bit,” Jason admitted. 

“You should be. Fuck, | was up at quarter to 

two with the baby, and | could hear you going at 


it,” Daniel said. He poured coffee into his cup. 


“You two are loud.” 

Jason felt himself blushing. “Sorry.” 

Daniel laughed, sounding exactly like David. 

“It’s okay. Just means | can tease David when he 
wakes up.” 

“Oh God, he'll hate me forever,” Jason said. 
Daniel grinned. “Not forever, forever.” 

Jason rolled his eyes. “I need to go shower.” 

He made his way into the bedroom and glanced at 
the clock. Crap, he was really going to be late. He 
showered as fast as possible, cursing when he 
realized that there were bits of cum stuck in his 
hair, which meant it took him twice as long as 
usual to wash. By the time he stepped out of the 
bathroom he knew he would be dead when he 
walked in for roll call. 

He wandered into the bedroom, towel drying 

his hair. “That’s a nice sight,” David mumbled 
from the bed. 


“Huh?” Jason asked. He pulled his t-shirt 


over his head. 

“Nice ass,” he mumbled. “You're going to be 
late.” 

“I know,” Jason replied. He pulled on his 

boxer briefs and then uniform pants. 

“Damn,” David teased. 

Jason rolled his eyes and started buttoning up 

his uniform shirt. “Don’t start. It’s your fault I’m 
late,” he pointed out. 

David held up his hands in mock defense. 

“What did | do?” 

Jason sat on the edge of the bed to pull his 

socks on. A strong arm slipped over his shoulders. 
David kissed the sensitive spot on his neck. Jason 
pulled the sock on then turned his head to David’s 
lips. “You know exactly what you did,” he pointed 


out. He kissed David one more time. “I really gotta 


” 


go. 
“Shoo.” David gave him a playful shove off 


the bed. He collected his cell phone and his wallet 


and headed out the door. 

Jason arrived almost twenty minutes late to 

the office. He stopped and picked up his vest and 
gun. Jason finished buckling the Velcro on his vest 
as he walked into roll call. Everyone was gone. 
Shit, he’d missed it. 

“You're late, McCarthy,” the sergeant 

Snapped at him. He was an older officer, very old 
school, and not as relaxed as Monica. Jason was 
honestly a tiny bit afraid of him. 

“Yes, sir,” he replied. “Sorry, sir. It will not 
happen again.” 

His sergeant made a noise. “Go home, 
McCarthy,” he barked. 

“But, sir—” Jason felt his jaw drop. He was 

being sent home for being late— once? What the 
hell That wasn’t a punishable offence, certainly 
not one that warranted him being sent home. 
Yannick was late on a semi-regular basis. 


“I told you to go home, McCarthy.” He 


grinned. “Go spend the holiday with your family. 
God knows you'll be missing them soon enough. 
We've got enough people for today. Stay dressed, 
take a cruiser, and keep your phone on in case we 
need you.” 

“Yes, sir, thank you very much, sir,” Jason 

said. “I’m sorry | was late, sir.” His boss waved 
him out of the roll call room. He rushed back and 
grabbed the keys to his cruiser and hurried outside. 
He made it back to their place in twenty minutes. 
He walked in the door, his heavy boots 

clunking on the tile in the front entry. 

“Uncle Jason.” Kevin spotted him first. He 
squealed, running towards him at full speed. Jason 
scooped him up and tossed him in the air. “You’re 
home!” he shouted, “You’re home!” Jason kissed 
his cheek and set him back on the floor where he 
rushed off. With all of the commotion Leroy came 
out of the kitchen and, noticing Jason was back, 


started howling for attention. His brother, David’s 


sister, his sister-in-law, his mom, and David’s dad 
all spilled out of the kitchen, not to mention the 
rush of kids from the rec room in the basement. 
“Whoa, everyone calm down,” he said ina 

loud booming tone. It was Steve who spoke first. 
“Forget something?” he asked, as Jason was 

still in uniform. 

“Sarge sent me home on call,” Jason replied 

with a grin. “So yes, I’m home for today.” 
Everyone started talking at once again, but it was 
David who spoke up. 

“Let Jason get in the door everyone,” he 

called. “I’m sure he wants breakfast.” He hadn’t 
had a chance to properly eat and the granola bar he 
grabbed on his way out the door was long gone. 
Everyone dispersed back to where they’d been 
except for Leroy who thumped his tail on the floor 
and rolled over to guarantee Jason would kneel 
down and rub his belly. 


David waited until Jason stood up, grabbed 


his vest and pulled him down the hall and into their 
bedroom. Pushing him against the door, he kissed 
him. “Fuck, you’re hot in your uniform,” he 
mumbled before kissing Jason again. 

Jason could feel his body reacting through his 
uniform pants. He put a hand on David's chest. 
“We can’t do this now,” he said. As much as he 
wanted 

to 

continue 

the 

previous 

night’s 

experience, they had nearly twenty people on the 
other side of the door all waiting for them. 

David smiled. “I know. | just had to have 

some part of you before our families go wild on 
us.” 

“Il love you,” Jason said. He stared at David, 


whose short hair still managed to stick up in every 


direction, dressed in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. 
He looked as amazing as the moment he first 
realized how in love he was with him. 
“I love you too,” David replied. He kissed 
him one more time before yawning. “Let’s get 
some food.” 
“Then maybe a nap,” Jason teased opening 
the door to their bedroom and walking into the 
Thanksgiving chaos with their families. 
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His mom put him to work mashing potatoes 
and whatever else people slid near his masher. 
David grinned as Jason helped carry food out to 
the table, and Leroy spent his time under 
everyone’s feet vacuuming up every tiny morsel of 
food that even dared to fall on the ground and 
several that weren’t even close to it. Somehow 
Janet had managed to organize the entire feast, 
which was almost finished being delivered out to 


the dining room table. The double doors leading to 


the living room were opened and a second table 
added to his large dining room set to ensure 
everyone had a place. The turkey rested on the 
large cutting board while the ham sat already 
sliced. The process of getting everyone at the table 
and sitting in the appropriate seats seemed to take 
as long as cooking the meal, but once everyone 
was settled David carried the large turkey out and 
set it at the head of the table. 

The assembled group cheered. “All right 

everyone, settle down,” David teased. He picked 
up the carving tools and handed them to his father. 
Jason cleared his throat. “Before we carve 

the turkey,” he stopped David, “I’d like us to say 
grace.” David shot him a look. Neither of them or 
their families were religious. “I know this isn’t 
something David’s family usually does, but it’s a 
bit of a tradition in my family, so if you don’t 
mind.” Heads were bowed around the table. “I'd 


like to say thank you tonight,” Jason started, “for 


this food we’re about to receive, and for the 
amazing opportunity to have our entire family here 
with us. | know we're all so busy with our own 
lives, but I’m so grateful that we can all be here 
together this weekend. | ask for your continued 
Support now and in the future.” Jason took a deep 
breath. David could tell by the slight edge of his 
voice he was going to say something important. “| 
will be deploying to Afghanistan in January, and | 
ask that you keep me safe while | am gone. | also 
ask that you protect my family and those | hold 
dear. Thank you again for the opportunity to be 
with everyone before | leave. Amen” 

David looked up and an entire table of 

shocked people stared back at him. Jason hadn't 
told any of them he was going over there, but if 
they were going to tell their families they were 
getting married, having a bit of context as to why 
they were getting married so suddenly and so soon 


might be good. 


“When,” Lorna asked her son, already choked 

up. 

“| leave for training first week in November. 

I’m back for two weeks at Christmas before | do a 
nine-month deployment starting in January,” Jason 
replied. 

The silence was palpable. No one had made 

any moves to start serving dinner. Steve finally 
spoke up. “It’s hard to hear you’re going, but | 
know it’s something you’ve wanted to do for a 
while now,” he said. 

Jason nodded. 

“So I’m proud of you, baby brother.” Steve 

stood up and went around to the other side of the 
table where Jason sat. The two brothers shared a 
hug and that broke the spell. Everyone talked at 
once, the kids asking questions, and Jason doing 
his best to answer them. The conversation carried 
them all the way through dinner and into coffees 


and dessert. 


David was in the kitchen helping his mom 

slice and plate the pies when Jason appeared. He 
grabbed David by the elbow and pulled him out of 
the kitchen and down the hall to their room. “l 
don’t know if | can do this,” Jason admitted. 

“Do what?” David asked sounding confused. 

“Tell them that we’re getting married,” Jason 
replied. “Maybe we shouldn’t tell them. | mean 
we’re doing this for us, right?” Jason pulled David 
close to him. He bowed his head so David’s 
forehead was against his. “I’m scared of 
overwhelming them.” 

“I know. | feel the same way. What is my 

family going to think about me getting married 
again? | already failed at one traditional marriage. 
So, marrying a guy, they’re going to think we're 
crazy.” 

“But—” Jason prodded, hearing the ‘but’ in 

his voice. 


“I want our families to Know. You were right. 


We hid our relationship from my family for far too 
long. | don’t want to lie to them anymore. | want 
my kids to be part of the ceremony, and | want 
their support. God knows we're going to need it 
while you’re away.” 

Jason blew out a breath. “You're right, | love 
you.” 
“I love you too. Now come on before they 

start wondering what we're doing.” 

They went back out into the hall and stopped 

in the kitchen. All of the desserts were already out 
on the table. David took Jason’s hand and they 
walked into the dining room together. The dull roar 
of everyone talking at once seemed to settle down 
as one by one everyone quieted and turned to look. 
“I know there have been a lot of 

announcements this weekend,” David started, “and 
a lot of things to adjust to, but we have one more 
thing we wanted to tell everyone.” David squeezed 


Jason’s hand and he took over. 


“We don’t want you to think this is rushed or 
sudden, because it’s not really, but David and | are 
getting married at the end of this month,” Jason 
announced. “It will be here in Bathurst at the 
Courthouse on Friday the 30th at two. Everyone 
here is invited and encouraged to come.” 

The first reaction they got was David’s mom 
bursting into tears, which set off Lorna. Both of 
their mothers reached around Todd and hugged. 
Steve stood up and slapped Jason on the back and 
shook David’s hand. Daniel followed suit, 

slugging his brother in the shoulder, and shaking 
Jason’s hand. 

Donna leaned back in her chair. “Well, shit!” 

she said. “That puts my announcement to shame.” 
“What announcement is that?” Someone asked 
but over the commotion David couldn’t tell whom. 
“Three months pregnant,” Donna replied. 

Janet cried harder and leaned over, embracing her 


daughter. Daniel slapped her husband on the back. 


“Way to knock my big sister up, for the third 

time, dude,” he said. Frank blushed but didn’t say 
anything. 

Once the commotion settled down Steve 

cleared his throat. “Since it’s the evening for 
announcements,” Nancy blushed when Steve 
glanced at her, “we’re also expecting.” 

“Twins,” Nancy added in. 

Some more back slapping and congratulating 
went around the table. Once everyone was calmed 
down Jason held up his glass. “I want to make a 
toast.” Everyone quieted. “To family, to new lives, 
and to new beginnings.” 

“To family,” everyone replied, clinking their 
glasses together. 

David slid a glance over to Jason. He knew 

that no matter what happened in the coming months 
he would remember this moment and this feeling 
he had of being utterly loved and accepted in the 


world. 


Chapter Fourteen 

Help from an Unexpected Source 

The throbbing in Ash’s shoulder woke him up 
again. He couldn’t get back to sleep in a cave full 
of snores. Jason’s unmoving, sleeping figure in the 
bunk next to him shifted as he climbed out of bed. 
Getting dressed in silence, he left the cave making 
his way to Karen’s surgery. It should be empty this 
time of night allowing him to catch a few hours of 
sleep before he had to be on full alert again. They 
had been in the cave just over five weeks. It meant 
Brooke would be almost seven months pregnant. 
He wondered if he would get to see his child born. 
Ash pushed the door to the surgery open. 

Much to his surprise a soft glow filled the room. 
Someone was here and using Karen’s oil lamp. He 
pushed past the white privacy curtain and found, 
not Karen as he expected, but one of the women 
bent over her desk. 


She looked up at him, fear passing over her 


face, until she recognized him. She smiled. Ash 
glanced at the desk and bile rose up in his throat. 
In front of her on the table were the satellite 
phones. 

“What are you doing,” he asked, unsure if she 
could understand him. 

She seemed to understand part of it. She 

pointed to the phones and said, “Help.” 

“You want to help?” 

She nodded. “Help Karen, help Ash,” she 

pointed at him, “go home, fix.” 

“You want me to leave?” Ash asked, 
misunderstanding. 

She shook her head. “No, you stay. Help Ash 

go home.” 

“You want to help us get home,” Ash 

repeated trying to understand her broken English. 
She nodded again. “Why?” Ash asked. 

“Karen...” she said. 


Ash nodded for her continue. 


“Husband, me,” she pointed to herself, 

“father, brother.” 

“Karen’s husband is the brother of your 

father?” Ash asked. 

She nodded again. “Husband angry, Karen no 

—” She pointed to her stomach making the outline 
of a belly with her hands. 

“She’s not pregnant?” 

She looked at Ash confused. 

“No baby,” Ash said. 

She nodded. “Me,” she pointed to herself 

again, “Hasti.” 

“Hasti,” Ash replied pointing to her. Her 

name was Hasti. 

Hasti nodded. “Karen help Hasti baby,” she 

said. “Baby always sleep.” She looked so 
profoundly sad Ash knew she was the woman who 
had lost her baby a few weeks ago. “Hasti help 
Karen go home, help Ash, help Jason,” she 


explained. “Hasti fix.” 


“You can fix this?” Ash asked. 

Hasti nodded. 

“How?” His heart pounded in his ears. He 

had no idea anyone in camp was able to fix 
electronics. Karen didn’t seem to think so. 
“Brother teach Hasti,” she said. “Hasti fix, no 

tell.” 

“I won’t tell anyone you’re helping us,” Ash 
replied. 

Hasti smiled and went back to work. He 

watched in amazement, as she seemed to fit things 
together into what started to look like the inner 
workings of a cell phone. She took her time 
manipulating the tiny parts. Eventually she laid 
down her tools and rubbed her eyes. “Hasti sleep,” 
she said. “Fix again soon.” 

“Thank you for your help, Hasti,” Ash told 

her. 

She nodded. “No touch, Hasti fix.” 


“Yes, | won’t touch it,” Ash confirmed. 


She patted Ash on the face then packed up the 
phones and made her way out of the surgery. 
There were still several hours until sunrise, 

and Ash went to one of the comfortable beds, or 
more comfortable than his bunk in the barracks, 
and tried to grab a couple hours of shut-eye. 

A loud crash woke him from his semi-sleep. 

He jumped up, his hands reaching for his ever- 
present rifle. Someone could be raiding Karen’s 
medical supplies. He pulled back the curtain and 
jumped as he saw Karen hunched over her desk. 
She shrieked and leaped away. “You scared 

the crap out of me, Ash,” she said. Karen slumped 
in her chair, cradling her left arm close to her 
body. 

“What happened?” Ash asked. 

Karen shook her head. “Nothing, I’m fine.” 

She struggled to open the lock on the drawer that 
contained the opium drafts. 


“Clearly not,” Ash countered. He crossed the 


space between them and took the key from her, 
opening the drawer. “Is it broken?” 

“I think so,” Karen admitted after a few 

moments. She pulled out a bottle containing the 
strongest opium draft they had. She poured a 
measure into the glass then swallowed it, 
coughing. 

“What happened?” Ash asked again, although 

he had a very good idea. 

“| fell.” 

“Bullshit.” Ash knew her husband had been 

hitting her. He had delayed doing anything about it 
as to not upset the order of things. Her broken arm 
wasn’t something he could ignore. 

Karen went to her cupboards pulling out a 

few supplies. She looked utterly grey in the face. 

“| need your help to set it,” she gasped. 

“Sit,” Ash said pointing to the bed he had 

been laying on. She did. “What kind of fracture is 


it?” Ash wracked his brain pulling up the 


battlefield first aid he knew, along with the basic 
knowledge he had gleaned from living with a nurse 
for years. 

“Spiral,” she replied. She breathed through 

the pain, setting her wrist on the large board he 
grabbed to help stabilize it. 

Ash didn’t say anything. A spiral fracture 

only occurred by twisting an arm so hard it broke. 
He saw it often in women and children of domestic 
violence. Karen’s so-called husband had broken 
her arm. He followed her instructions as to how to 
Support the arm with a smaller board, how to find 
the ends of the fracture by feel and how to wrap 
her arm so that it effectively created a cast to hold 
it together. 

She took another draft of opium and Ash 

tucked her into bed. He had to do something about 
this, but he needed to talk to Jason first. They had 
to present a united front when they went to confront 


her husband. 
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Jason lay on his back, staring up at the black 
ceiling of the cave. Darkness enclosed on him, 
exhaustion tugged at all parts of his mind. He 
knew Ash had left to go lie down in Karen’s 
surgery. Good, he needed to get some sleep. Jason 
kept fiddling with his wedding band on his left 
hand. He took it off to stare at it in the dim light. 
Caked in dirt, much like the rest of him; it had a 
few scratches and a dent, but overall it looked 
exactly like the wedding ring David had given him 
almost a year ago. 

God, what was he thinking? They got 

married and three days later he was on course. 
Spent Christmas together, then off to Afghanistan. 
Ninety-five percent of their first year together had 
been spent apart. How fucked up was that? 

What kind of partner was he to leave his 

husband days after marrying him? The two weeks 


they saw each other at Christmas were the shortest 


two weeks of his life. They spent every moment 
they could together, knowing that he would be gone 
for an entire nine months. 

Now he had been gone almost ten and a half 
months, missing for almost six weeks of that. Their 
anniversary was two weeks ago. Did David even 
think of him? Jason wondered if the military had 
declared them dead yet or were they still just 
missing in action? He racked his brain trying to 
remember how long they had to be missing before 
they were declared missing and presumed dead, 
but he couldn’t come up with it. 

A man doing night patrol walked through the 
barracks, ignoring Jason. He ignored him back. 
They had become part of the life here. Jason 
helped guard the entrance from those who would 
attack them. Since Ash was still hurt, he helped 
tend the goats, and he helped Karen in her surgery. 
He also worked on the satellite phones. The 


phones had been damaged beyond repair in the 


IED attack, and even if they hadn’t they were 
probably ruined by his inexpert attempts to repair 
them. They just didn’t want to give up, not yet. 
Jason tried to rub the grime off his wedding 

band. It was one of the few things that still 
grounded him in this place, one of the few things 
that reminded him of home and everything he had 
left behind. 

Chapter Fifteen 

There were Tears of Joy 

Jason felt nervous, like he had a large pit in 

his stomach that wouldn’t go away. He kept 
pacing the small hotel room, from the door to the 
window and back. He still had another hour and a 
half before he had to be at the courthouse. 

He had already polished his boots and his 

belt until they shone. His coat was brushed and 
ready to go. He had just finished in the shower. 
Now there was nothing left to do but wait until it 


was time for him to go and get married. 


He wanted this. He wanted this more than 
anything. Why was he so nervous? Part of him felt 
a buzz of excitement, and the rest of him felt like he 
was going to puke his guts out. A sharp tap 
sounded off the door to his hotel room. He went to 
the door and a hand covered the peephole. 

“Who is it?” he asked, expecting it to be his 
brother who was supposed to be arriving any 
minute for the wedding. 

“It’s David,” the muffled voice through the 

door replied. “I need to talk to you.” 

This was it. David was going to pull out at 

the last minute. He didn’t really want to marry him. 
All of his self-doubts came crashing down. Instead 
of telling David any of this he replied, “It’s bad 
luck to see each other before the wedding.” 

“Jase, let me in, you can hide in the 

bathroom,” David replied. He sounded frustrated. 
It had been Jason who insisted on staying in the 


hotel the night before the wedding, and it had been 


Jason who insisted that since Thanksgiving they 
hold off being with each other to make their 
wedding night special. Honestly, sleeping next to 
David and knowing he couldn’t touch him, taste 
him, had been torture. 

“All right.” Jason opened the door and 

propped it open with the security bolt then hid in 
the bathroom. He left that door slightly ajar and 
stood behind it so David couldn’t see him. 

“You know the superstition is you can’t see 

the bride before the wedding, right?” David said 
through the thin wooden door of the bathroom. “It 
says nothing about the groom seeing the groom.” 
“I know, just, it’s bad luck, okay?” 

“Okay,” David said. His voice was soft, 

almost nervous sounding. 

“What did you want to talk about,” Jason 

asked. Butterflies pounded in his stomach. 

“To make sure that you’re okay.” Jason 


watched as David's fingers curled around the 


doorframe. He glanced in the mirror and saw 
David through the gap between the door and the 
frame. Standing there in his red serge looking 
every part of the powerful, important, and most of 
all, sexy man he was. 

“I’m okay,” Jason replied. He reached out 

and touched David's fingers. “I’m a bit nervous.” 
“I am too,” David admitted. His fingers 

linked with Jason’s. “I love you so much, Jason.” 
“I love you too.” The butterflies settled down 

a little. 

“| needed to tell you before we Say it in front 

of everyone—” David trailed off. Jason looked at 
him in the mirror again. David had his hat off and 
rested his forehead against the door. “I needed to 
say that | am so lucky to have you in my life.” He 
tried to say something, but David stopped him. 
“Before | met you | was a mess. Professionally, | 
was falling apart. Personally, well—that train left 


the station long before. Then | met you, and you 


became my best friend. You supported me through 
everything. You were the person | craved to be 
with, the person who | trusted more than anyone in 
the world. When my marriage with Carole broke 
up, you were there with me. So many people 
turned their backs or blamed me for breaking us 
up. | don’t know what | would do without you.” 
David took a deep shuddering breath. “Did | ever 
tell you about the moment | realized | was in love 
with you?” 

Jason could feel the emotions clogging his 

throat. “No,” he admitted in what amounted to a 
mere whisper. 

“It was just after Christmas and | had the kids. 

| came back late from my shift because | was 
finishing something up with Alley, and | found you 
and all three of the kids asleep in our bed.” David 
swallowed again. “You had been reading them 
books and ended up falling asleep with them. You 


were all snuggled together when | walked in, and | 


thought, this man was so in love with my children 
that he would fall asleep while reading bedtime 
stories. How lucky could | be if he loved me back? 
| carried the kids upstairs to bed, and Kevin woke 
up enough to say, ‘I love you, Uncle Jason.’ | 
realized in that moment | was so lucky to have 
found you, to find someone who is not only my best 
friend, but my lover and my confidant, someone 
who loves my children as much as they love him. 
How could | not be in love with you?” David 
stopped talking. The shuddered breathing told 
Jason he was crying or close to it. 

“I remember that night.” Jason choked as he 
struggled to keep hold of his own emotions. “l 
remember falling asleep with three of the most 
precious things in my life, and when | woke up, | 
was with the one person | live and breathe for.” 

“Į just had to tell you that no matter what 
happens | love you more than anything,” David 


said after a long silence. 


“I love you too,” Jason replied. The 

butterflies were gone replaced with a feeling of 
warm excitement. He had so much he wanted to 
say, he needed to say, but he didn’t want to spoil 
what he had planned for the ceremony. “Close your 
eyes.” 

“Jase?” 

“Just do it.” 

David closed his eyes and Jason opened the 
door, kissing him with all he had before he pulled 
away and hid back behind the door. 

“I'll see you in two hours.” 

“| know,” David whispered, then he 

disappeared, leaving Jason alone but feeling like 
he could do this. 

Jason splashed water on his face to wipe 

away the few tears that had formed while David 
talked. Another sharp tap sounded on his hotel 
room door before it opened and his older brother 


walked in along with Nancy and his mom. Party in 


his hotel room. 

“Hi, sweetie.” His mom gave him a large hug, 
squeezing him. “How are you doing?” 

“Nervous wreck,” Jason admitted with a 

smile. 

She patted his face. “You'll be fine,” she 

replied. “I’m so proud of you.” 

“I’m just getting married, Mom.” 

“I know. | am still proud of you.” She glanced 
back at Steve who had his arm around Nancy. 
“Both of you.” 

“Thanks, Mom,” Jason said. 

“Come on, bro, time to put the uniform on,” 
Steve prompted. Jason only had on his undershirt, 
riding breeches and socks. “Gotta look pretty for 
your new, erm, husband.” 

Jason rolled his eyes. “Thanks, Steve.” He 

knew his brother meant well, and no matter what, 
he supported him. 


Jason pulled his boots on, and then Steve 


helped him into his jacket. Nancy and his mom 
attacked it with brushes, stroking the red material 
until it shone. As soon as his belt and Stetson were 
secure Nancy and his mom went camera crazy, 
Snapping shots left, right, and center. Steve wore a 
suit rather than his own dress uniform. They had 
debated that for a long time, but decided that with 
none of the other men in the wedding party in 
uniform, it wouldn’t look right for Steve to be in 
one. They asked anyone attending the ceremony to 
wear formal clothes but not dress uniforms. They 
wanted to stand out. 

What had started as a tiny wedding of just 

family and a few very select friends had grown to 
about seventy-five guests. Despite being held ona 
Friday afternoon at two, he knew the turnout would 
be large. 

Their families had taken over planning the 
reception. The small gathering at home somehow 


morphed into a dinner and a dance at one of the 


local hotel’s banquet rooms. Despite their protests 
David’s mom had even insisted on hiring a 
photographer to record the event and had 
decorated the room at the courthouse and at the 
hotel. 

They had only given their families two and a 

half weeks, and it was amazing what they had done 
in that time. Thank God there hadn’t been more 
notice otherwise he feared the guest list would 
have topped three hundred people. 

On their way to the courthouse they stopped 

over at the local convent. The grounds there were 
stunning all year long. The photographer had met 
them there to take some photos with the fall foliage 
behind them not to mention several interesting 
features of the convent. He snapped photos of the 
ones with just his family along with Craig, who 

had joined them on their way out of the hotel. 
Jason smiled so much he thought he was going to 


hurl, but David’s earlier visit gave him strength to 


hold it all together. 

They got hurried off because David and his 

family had arrived to take yet more photos before 
the wedding. They arrived at the courthouse a good 
forty-five minutes early. The court clerk gave him 
an antechamber to wait in along with Steve while 
Craig helped show people to their seats. 

Jason kept pacing and rubbing his sweaty 

hands on his pants. He hadn’t been this nervous in 
his entire life. 

“Relax Jason, you're going to be fine,” Steve 

said. 

“I know, I just—” Jason shook his head. He 
couldn't put his finger on the feelings running 
through his body. 

“You're happy and excited and terrified and 

sad and mad and glad and you have no idea what 
else all rolled into one giant ball of energy,” Steve 
supplied. 


Jason nodded. “How did you know?” 


“Dude, | got married in June. It’s not a feeling 

you forget any time soon,” Steve replied. He 
slugged Jason’s arm playfully. “I think you’re 

worse than | was.” 

“You were puking your guts out in the 

bathroom of the rectory because you were so hung 
over from the night before,” Jason pointed out. 
“Yeah, that’s true.” Steve laughed. “Don’t tell 
Nancy that.” 

“You're kidding right?” He grinned at his 

older brother. “You drunk called her at three a.m. 
to say that you loved her, so you didn’t sleep with 
the stripper that your buddy hired.” 

Steve’s eyes went wide. “I did not,” he 

protested, but he turned bright red anyway. 

“You so did. Nancy knew you had a killer 

hangover. Why do you think she dragged you out of 
bed at eight a.m. to do wedding stuff?” Jason 
laughed as Steve sputtered. “That’s why | would 


not let you have a bachelor party for me.” 


“That, plus only you and Craig would like the 
strippers that Craig wanted to hire,” Steve teased. 
“That too,” Jason admitted. The conversation 

with Steve lasted long enough that when he stuck 
his head out the seats in the courtroom were filled. 
He glanced out and saw Craig making his way 
towards him. They had decided that neither of them 
would walk down the aisle. Instead they would 

send Mandy and Kevin up the aisle as the flower 
girl and ring bearer. The groomsmen would follow 
and they would walk in from the wings. 

“Two minutes,” Craig said stepping into the 
anteroom. “No peeking.” He stuck his tongue out at 
Jason. “I already yelled at David for it.” 

Jason hugged his best friend. He owed a lot 

of his relationship with David to Craig and his 
pointed interventions when needed. “Thank you,” 
he whispered to Craig. 

“For what?” 


“For being there and for kicking my ass when 


| needed it,” Jason replied. 

Craig shook his head. “I owe you thanks, for 

—” he glanced at Steve. He clearly didn’t want to 
reveal the history between them regarding his HIV 
status. “Thank you for all of the support you’ve 
given me. | couldn’t do this without you.” 

Jason hugged the smaller man again. They 

broke apart as the music started for Mandy and 
Kevin to go up the aisle, then Steve, followed by 
Craig, went out. He waited for his cue and then he 
walked out. He caught David's eye as they walked 
out of the wings together. 

David looked as handsome as he ever did. 

His red serge seemed to shine. The whole place 
gave off a glow, a hum of excitement. 

They met in the middle of the room, both 

smiling and nervous. Jason reached out and 
grasped David's hand. Neither wore their gloves. 
Instead they were safely in his pocket, as David’s 


were probably in his. David’s hand felt as sweaty 


as his, an odd comfort. 

They turned to the Justice of the Peace. She 

smiled and began to speak. “We are gathered here 
today to join Jason and David, two people who 

love each other, in the union of marriage.” The 
ceremony went on, and Jason barely heard the 
words of the Justice. He felt too nervous for the 
part where they said their vows to pay attention. 
“Jason and David have prepared their vows. 

Jason, would you like to go first?” the Justice said. 
Jason nodded. They had practiced this. Jason 

would say the vows first, but David would do the 
rings first. That way there would be no question as 
to the equality of their relationship. 

He fumbled to get the paper out of his pocket. 
David smiled as he did so. He read the words he 
had written there, but what he had written just days 
after David had proposed didn’t seem to work 
anymore. He took a deep breath, capturing David’s 


hands in his. “I wrote these vows the day after 


David asked me to marry him,” he started. “l 
thought they were exactly what | wanted to say, but 
now—” Jason shook his head. Instead of reading 
the words on the page he spoke from the heart. “I 
love you, David Henri Richard. | fell in love with 
you when | was lost and so broken. You were my 
best friend. You were a light in a very dark tunnel 
when I thought | would never see the end of my 
grief. Every day | wake up next to you, | thank God 

| have you. Every time you kiss me, | feel my knees 
go weak because | am so lucky to have you.” Jason 
stopped and swallowed. More tears threatened to 
spill over. “I know life hasn’t been easy on us. | 
know we have a long road ahead in the future, but | 
promise to love you for now and for always, 

David, in sickness and in health and for richer and 
for poorer and all of that other TV stuff.” David 
chuckled in response. His own tears shone in his 
eyes. “I love you,” Jason finished simply. 


“I love you too,” David mouthed. 


“David, go ahead,” the Justice prompted. 

David cleared his throat. He gripped both 

Jason’s hands in his. “If you had of told me two 
years ago that | would be standing here today 
marrying my best friend, | would have laughed at 
you,” he started. His voice started off soft but got 
stronger as he spoke, “but here | am. | am marrying 
my best friend, my confidante and my soul mate. | 
love you, Jason Christopher McCarthy.” He 

paused to clear his throat again. “I am so grateful 
that | have you. Every day when | look at you | 
think it was some miracle, some gift of fate that 
brought us together. | have no idea what my life 
would be like without you, and | pray | will never 
have to find out.” David smiled broadly. “So I, 
David, promise to love you, Jason, in sickness and 
in health and for richer and for poorer and all of 
that other TV stuff.” 

Everyone in attendance laughed, as did Jason, 


which he was grateful for because otherwise he 


was on the edge of bursting into tears. 

They took a moment to compose themselves. 
The Justice of the Peace remembered they were 
Supposed to sign the wedding registry next 
otherwise he would have totally forgotten. The 
brief task of signing the certificate of marriage 
gave him the reprieve he needed until he realized 
that together their names were neatly typed and 
signed, officially marrying them in the eyes of the 
law. 

They held hands as they went to stand back in 
front of their friends and family. “Do you have the 
rings?” 

Kevin stepped forward with the rings ona 

pillow. David took them from him, patting his 
youngest child on his shoulder. He handed the 
Slightly smaller ring to Jason to give to him. 

“All right, David, repeat after me. With this 

ring, |, David Henri Richard, wed thee, Jason 


Christopher McCarthy,” she said. 


David replied, “With this ring |, David Henri 
Richard, wed thee, Jason Christopher McCarthy.” 
David slipped the ring on to his finger. 

“Jason, repeat after me. With this ring l, Jason 
Christopher McCarthy, wed thee, David Henri 
Richard.” 

“With this ring I, Jason Christopher 

McCarthy, wed thee, David Henri Richard,” Jason 
repeated. He tried to get the ring on. It got stuck on 
David’s knuckle before he gave it a small push and 
it slid into place. 

David smiled shyly at him and Jason returned 

it. The justice beamed. “You may now seal this 
union with a kiss.” 

Jason leaned in. He licked his lips. Suddenly 

he felt nervous again. David pulled him in. He 
tilted his head up enough so that their hats 
wouldn’t bump. Jason lowered his lips to David’s. 
They kissed softly at first but neither pulled away. 


They deepened the kiss for an instant before they 


broke apart. The room erupted in a loud cheer. 

“| 

now 

pronounce 

Constables 

Jason 

McCarthy and David Richard officially married,” 
the Justice said in her last official act that 
afternoon. 

Again the room cheered. Jason held David’s 
hand, and they walked out of the courtroom to 
applause, cheers, and even the occasional pat on 
the back. Outside of the court their friends and 
family quickly spilled out, all congratulating them 
on their marriage. 

Jason stood there, his hand tightly clasping 
David’s when Mandy ran over to them. She 
attached herself to Jason’s legs. “Uncle Jason,” 
she chirped, holding her arms up. Jason scooped 


her up into his arms. “Do you know what?” 


“What?” Jason asked, smiling at her. 

“Now you can be my daddy too,” she 
announced with pride. “I have two daddies.” 
Jason hugged his step-daughter close to him. 
“Yes, you do,” he agreed while David smiled at 
them a tear tracking down his face. “Yes, you do.” 
Chapter Sixteen 

And Tears of Defeat 

Jason went to check on Karen before they 

headed to the main anteroom for their evening 
meal. He and Ash had been taking turns watching 
her all day while plotting. They were going to call 
Karen’s husband out during the meal. They knew 
the consequences of what they were doing. They 
also knew they couldn’t let Karen suffer any more 
than she already had. 

Karen was asleep. Ash sat next to her bed 
reading her journal. Jason glanced around the 
surgery to make sure that they were alone. 


“Shouldn’t you be working on the phones,” he 


asked in a hushed tone. He had given up on the 
phones but working on them at least gave them 
some hope. 

Ash shook his head. “No,” he said with a 

grin. Ash leaned in close to Jason. “Someone in 
the camp is trying to fix them for us.” 

Jason looked at Ash, shocked. If someone 

could fix them, why hadn't they tried before? 
“Who, how, why?” Jason asked his mind starting 
to race. 

“Her name is Hasti. She’s the one who lost 

the baby a couple of weeks ago. She said her 
brother taught her how to work on electronics. She 
wants to fix them and send us home as a thank you 
to Karen for helping her.” Ash summed up the 
meeting with Hasti the night before. 

“Why didn’t she offer before?” Jason asked. 

Ash shrugged. 

“She was pregnant,” Karen called from her 


bed. She had clearly heard the majority of their 


conversation. “She wouldn’t have been allowed to 
leave her main living area before she gave birth 
unless it was to visit me and even then she had to 
fight to come.” 

“Oh,” Jason replied. The rules still baffled 

him some days. 

“You're planning on confronting him tonight, 
aren’t you?” Karen asked. She sounded half 
asleep, drifting on a cloud of opium. 

“We have to,” Ash said after a few moments. 

“He can’t treat you like this anymore, Karen. You 
don’t deserve this.” 

“He’s just angry.” 

“He’s mad you’re not pregnant,” Ash offered 
remembering what Hasti said. 

She nodded. “I can’t get pregnant,” she 
mumbled. 

“Why not?” Jason asked. 

“IUD,” Karen said. “They recommend all 


female soldiers get them in case—” she trailed off 


not wanting to say any more on the subject, but her 
point being painful and clear. 

“He doesn’t know?” Ash asked, and Karen 

shook her head. “Fuck,” he swore. 

“What’s an IUD?” Jason asked, feeling stupid 

for even mentioning it. 

“Intrauterine Device. Stops women from 

getting pregnant for up to five years,” Ash replied. 
“Karen not getting pregnant is like an insult to her 
husband, right?” 

Karen nodded. “It is. He took a risk taking me 

as a wife. By not producing children for him he is 
seen as weak by some of the other men.” Karen 
half drifted off again. 

“When we call him out what do you think will 
happen, Karen?” Ash asked her. She shrugged. 
“Depends. If Sharif is there, when you 

confront Hassam he'll at least make him listen to 
you,” Karen said. Her eyes were closed and she 


sounded like she was dropping off again. “It will 


be okay as long as | still have a husband.” 

“What do you mean ‘still have a husband’?” 

Jason asked her. Karen’s response was a soft 
snore. 

“Does that mean if we call Hassam out then 

one of us will have to marry her?” Ash used quote 
fingers around the word marry. 

“It might,” Jason replied. He had stones in his 
stomach. One of the only reasons they were being 
treated so well was that Hassam was a powerful 
figurehead in the group. If they took Karen away 
from him then he wasn’t sure what would happen. 
Karen moaned in her sleep. “I know this is a 

scary proposition,” Ash said. “We have to do this, 
Jason. Today it’s her arm. Two weeks ago were 

her ribs. A few weeks before we got here he let 

his eldest sons rape her in an attempt to get her 
pregnant. She’s strong. She’s been here a year, but 
she’s breaking. We need to give her at least a little 


bit of hope to hold onto.” 


“You read that all in her diary?” 

Ash nodded. “There’s a lot more in there | 

don’t even think I can bring myself to read,” Ash 
admitted. “We’ve been here almost six weeks and 
it’s been hell. We at least have a hope of being 


rescued. Karen, she’s had nothing until we showed 


” 


up. 
Jason reached out and hugged Ash. The brief 
physical contact with someone gave him the 
strength to say, “We'll get through this, Ash. If one 
of us has to marry Karen then we will. I'll do 
whatever it takes to keep her safe. To keep us 
Safe.” 

Ash nodded in agreement. He glanced at his 

watch. Almost time for the evening meal. “We 
should head down,” he told Jason. “We want to 
make sure we get a seat near the head of the table. 
Jason nodded. Karen was curled up on her 

good side, about as comfortable as she could get at 


this point. “All right, let’s go.” 


They made their way out of Karen’s surgery 

and towards the main anteroom where they served 
the evening meal. The meals weren’t much: goat’s 
milk, dried dates, sometimes some other dried 
fruits, sometimes not. They usually got some kind 
of flat bread, or grain, and about twice a week they 
got meat. Reserves were starting to run thin though. 
They could tell by the smaller potions they were 
served, as well the women and children receiving 

so much less than the men. Jason had started saving 
a few pieces of dried fruit or dates at every meal 

as had Ash. They were starting to build up their 

own reserves in case rations got cut even more. 
Also they wanted to make sure that Karen kept up 
her strength in case they had to leave and venture 
out into the desert. 

When they arrived in the anteroom several 

men shouted greetings at them and they returned 
them. Despite its hardships and the cultural and 


gender barriers that existed in their society, the 


Afghanis managed to scrabble out a vibrant 
existence in the hard high desert. People had lived 
in these caves for hundreds of years living the 
same life with very little change and very little 
influence from the outside world. 

To see this and to be part of something so 

remote and reclusive amazed Jason. 

Ash managed to grab them two seats near the 
head of the table. He ended up sitting next to 
Saddam who was more than happy to translate the 
general conversation. He loved having an excuse 
to use his near perfect English. Hassam sat on the 
other side, next to Jason, and Sharif as always was 
at the head of the table. 

Midway through the meal Ash cleared his 

throat and stood up. He began to speak slowly and 
Saddam acted as a translator. He spoke of the 
value of Karen and how important she was, not 
only to him but also to the entire group. Then he 


openly accused Hassam of breaking Karen’s arm. 


The level of noise at the table grew, women 
murmuring to their husbands, men whispering 
amongst themselves. Ash glanced back at Jason 
who nodded. He had to do this. “I would like to 
declare in front of everyone that you are not a fit 
husband,” he said. Saddam translated and Hassam 
stood up pounding his fists on the table and 
shouting at Ash in Dari. 

Ash continued. “It is my petition to the head 

of this tribe that Karen be divorced immediately 
from this man.” 

He sat down again and, as soon as Saddam 
translated, loud conversation broke out, people 
yelling and shouting, women crying. It took Sharif 
standing on his chair and shouting for everyone to 
settle down enough to listen. 

He started talking and Saddam translated to 

them in hushed English. “My uncle says he agrees 
with Ash.” That would explain the murderous look 


Hassam was giving him. “Karen is much too 


valuable to be living in fear. He grants an 
immediate divorce on the condition that she can be 
married tomorrow.” 

Ash sucked in a breath. He knew this might 

be a consequence. “Tell your uncle | agree to 
marry Karen,” he said. Saddam translated back to 
Sharif who spoke to the group. Several of the men 
stood up and started shaking Ash’s hand or 
Slapping him on the back. “My uncle has 
announced Ash and Karen will be married 
tomorrow,” he explained. 

Hassam stood up and started shouting, and 
Sharif returned the spar. Saddam listened but 
didn’t translate until the end of the verbal battle. 
“My cousin is very upset my uncle would allow 
Karen to be taken away from him. However my 
uncle offers my cousin his choice of any woman in 
the camp as compensation, which my cousin 
accepts.” 


Ash let out the breath he had been holding. 


That was a lot easier than he had expected. The 
rest of the meal went quickly with talk about the 
divorce and whom Hassam was going to choose 
for a new wife. Once they finished the meal, Sharif 
asked to speak to Ash and Jason alone. He brought 
Saddam along for a translator. They went into the 
small cave that functioned as his office. 

“I want to thank you for being brave enough to 
speak up for Karen,” Sharif said speaking through 
Saddam. “However there are many challenges to 
what you do. | may be a leader of this group, but | 
am not an elder by any means. There are 
consequences to every action.” 

“We know this,” Ash confirmed. “We are 

ready for any backlash that may happen.” 

Sharif nodded. “You will sleep one last night 

in the men’s barracks. After that you will both 
move into Karen’s quarters. There is safety in 
numbers, and | beg you to remember that.” 


“Thank you,” Ash replied and Jason nodded. 


They understood the warning Sharif was giving 
them. Being here in the caves was even more 
dangerous than it had been before. Ash prayed they 
would be able to get the phones working sooner 
rather than later. 

RK 
Jason woke up when someone entered 
Karen’s surgery. After some discussion and 
Sharif’s veiled warning they decided to stay the 
night in Karen’s surgery instead of in the men’s 
barracks. 
He ripped back the curtain and pointed his 
rifle at a terrified woman who jumped away from 
him shaking. 
Ash had also jumped out of his bed ready to 
pounce but relaxed visibly when he recognized the 
woman. He put his hand on the stock of Jason’s 
weapon pointing it towards the floor. “It’s okay. 
This is Hasti.” 


Jason blew out a breath willing his heart rate 


to slow down a few notches. “Sorry,” Jason 
apologized. “You scared me.” 

Hasti smiled. “Me too,” she said. “I fix, yes?” 
“Please,” Ash replied. 

Hasti went to the desk and pulled out the 

phones she had packed away the night before, 
laying out tools from the small bag she carried and 
got to work. Jason sat on the bed and watched her. 
She frowned before digging in her pack and 

coming up with a thin wire. She heated the wire 
over the oil lamp before touching it to the phone 
and repeated the process soldering the phone back 
together. Ash also watched and helped when Hasti 
asked him to. Finally after two hours of work she 
sat up and stretched her back. She took out another 
phone and removed the battery, which she fitted it 
in. 

“Call,” she said picking up the phone and 

handing it to Ash. Jason watched as Ash turned the 


phone on, and it miraculously came to life. Ash 


dialed the number and his face fell as he listened. 
“We're too far into the cave to have any signal.” 
Jason closed his eyes. Dammit. He knew it 

was too good to be true. 

“Come.” Hasti motioned to them. She held 

her hand out and Ash gave her back the phone. 
She gestured again, and they followed her at a 
distance. She led them through the cave, through 
the areas where the families slept and past where 
the goats grazed. After twenty minutes Jason was 
almost out of breath. They had been climbing for a 
good fifteen minutes. They were in a part of the 
cave Jason had never seen before, and they were 
still climbing, darting, and moving through caves, 
left then right. He felt like they were never going to 
come to the top. He took his first whiff of mountain 
air, but it still took another five minutes and half a 
dozen or so caves to come to the top. 

Hasti indicated they should stay low. They 


crouched around a rock, hopefully providing cover 


from the higher points around them. It was dark 
and the middle of the night, but a good sniper could 
still take them out. He wasn’t sure if there were 
any, but he wasn’t willing to bet his life on it. 

Hasti handed Ash the phone. Ash dialed the 
emergency number everyone had been required to 
memorize during training. 

Ash stared at the phone. “It says connecting.” 
Jason focused on looking out for any dangers 

that might present themselves. He tried to calm his 
heart, which slammed against the walls of his 
chest. “As soon as it says connected give our 
names and emergency numbers,” Jason reminded 
him. 

Ash nodded, staring at the phone. It took 

another 

thirty 

seconds 

before 


Ash 


said, 

“Constables Ashley Cooper and Jason McCarthy 
numbers 47892 and 09871 requesting immediate 
extraction from this location along with Captain 
Karen Mullen. Repeat Civilian Police Constables 
Ashley Cooper and Jason McCarthy requesting 
immediate e-vac. Authorization numbers 47892 
and 09871. Located in a cave south, southwest of 
last known location.” Ash spoke loud and clear. 
Jason couldn’t hear a response. He didn’t know if 
the receiver was working or even if Ash was being 
heard. “Repeat Ashley Cooper 47892 and Jason 
McCarthy 09871...fuck.” Ash dropped the phone 
onto the ground and jumped away shaking his hand. 
The phone lay on the ground smoking. Shit. 

“Are you okay?” he asked Ash who nodded. 

“Yeah, damn thing exploded. It was 

connected. | could hear static and some garbled 
voices so let’s hope our message got through,” Ash 


replied. 


“How long did it connect for?” Jason asked. 

He knew it wasn’t long enough to get a proper 
trace but maybe they could get something. 
“Maybe thirty seconds.” Ash sighed. “Let’s 

get back inside. | don’t like being so exposed 
here.” 

Hasti seemed to understand them, and she 
gathered up the still smoking phone and stuffed it 
into her bag. She led them back down into the 
familiar part of the cave system leaving them to 
make their way back to Karen’s surgery. It looked 
as though nothing had been disturbed while they 
were gone, and Karen was still asleep thanks to 
the opium draft she had taken. Jason struggled to 
push back his disappointment. He glanced at his 
watch; almost three a.m. They both needed sleep 
as he had a feeling tomorrow would be a long a 
trying day. 

Chapter Seventeen 


There was Optimism 


Camp Nathan Smith 

Superintendent Michel Gilmour did not 

appreciate his sleep being interrupted. For the last 
six weeks he had been constantly on, trying to do 
everything he could to bring home the two missing 
members of the CivPol team. The area had been 
quiet for weeks, and it was like they had just 
disappeared into thin air. Frequent patrols turned 
up nothing. The Americans even bombed a cave 
they thought some insurgents were hiding in. 
Nothing. So when someone started pounding on the 
door to his sleeping quarters at four a.m. he was 
most assuredly not impressed. 

“This had better be fucking good,” he 

growled at the private who stood there when he 
opened the door. 

“Sorry to wake you up, sir, but it’s 

important,” the private replied. “About an hour ago 
we received a garbled call from one of the missing 


satellite phones from the convoy.” 


“And?” he barked. For Christ sakes, he was 

too tired to play twenty questions. 

“This is what they came up with so far, sir,” 

the private replied, handing him a sheet of paper. 
“They are attempting to verify the call and find the 
coordinates now.” 

Gilmour took the paper from the private. 

“Thank you,” he said dismissing him with a wave 
of his hand. He shut the door to his sleeping 
quarters and went over to the desk in the corner, 
turned on the small desk lamp, and got out his 
reading glasses. 

The top of the paper declared the time and the 
number that was calling, and the transcript read: 
[Static] 

Cooper[Static] 

871 

[Static] 

extraction from this location [Static] Mullen. 


[Static] Cooper(?) [Static] 09 [static] southwest 


[Static] 098 -End transmission. Call length: 31.2 
seconds. 

Dammit. There wasn’t much, not even a 
complete confirmation code. He searched through 
the papers he had on his desk. Cooper was clearly 
said once, possibly twice. His security code was 
47892. He checked Karen Mullen’s security code 
—that was 360A78B9. Not even close. Although 
McCarthy’s name wasn’t heard—they only gota 
few words from that thirty seconds—if they 
disappeared together they might still be together. 
His code was 09871. 

Hot damn! The numbers might not have all 
appeared together, but they were all there. That 
was good enough for him. Gilmour picked up the 
phone on his desk and dialed the Communication 
Office. 

“Communications, this is Lieutenant Colonel 
Danton,” the officer on the line answered after a 


moment. 


“This is Superintendent Gilmour. I’m in 

charge of the police contingent here. | want to 
authenticate 

the 

transmission 

received 

approximately an hour and a half ago as being 
genuine. The extraction code was given.” 

“Yes, sir, | understand,” Danton replied. 

“Do everything you can to find those boys and 
bring them home,” he ordered. 

“Yes, sir, we'll do a very best.” Danton hung 

up, and Gilmour blew out a breath and turned out 
the light. He needed a few more hours of sleep 
before he could face everything this day was going 
to bring. As he closed his eyes he felt that for the 
first time in six weeks he could actually get a good 
rest. 

Chapter Eighteen 


Then there were Promises Made 


Jason stood up as the best man for Ash, while 

one of the older women stood as an attendant for 
Karen. Her arm was in a Sling, and Jason was 
pretty sure she’d taken too much opium, but she 
followed through with the ceremony. Afterwards 
they celebrated with a small “feast” of a meal 
before Karen and Ash retired to Karen’s cave to 
consummate the marriage. Ash had, with 
hesitation, revealed to Karen that he was gay the 
night before. Karen for her part had already 
guessed that fact. He also told her about Matthew 
and their long married state. With grim laughter 
they agreed to do the old “high school party” trick. 
They would bounce the bed and make noise like 
they were having sex in order to make the wise 
women, who were responsible for confirming the 
marriage was consummated, think they actually had 
sex. 

Jason sat on the stool next to the opening of 


the cave staring up, running through things in his 


mind. The elderly woman who chose to keep vigil 
had her grandson bring her rocking chair, and she 
sat rocking and sewing and humming while there 
were convincing sounds from the other room. 
Jason let his thoughts drift back to his own 
wedding night. 

RK 
Strands of a slow jazz tune filled the mostly 
empty banquet room. The majority of their friends 
and family had headed home or to their hotel 
rooms, over an hour ago. There were still a few 
though, including his mom and one of the older 
officers from the city police who Jason knew was 
single. He glanced at his mom and smiled. He had 
no idea if it would go beyond a pleasant flirtation 
and honestly didn’t want to know, but he was glad 
that they hit it off. It must be hard for her to see all 
these couples when she had been on her own for so 
long. 


Jason shifted the pace causing David to step 


on his foot. He jumped back, but they fell into an 
easy rhythm again. Dancing together wasn’t 
something they had really done before tonight. 
They had shared some time on the dance floor after 
Steve’s wedding, but this was different. Everyone 
stared at them as they danced their first dance 
together. 

Then again it was probably different for most 
couples, he mused. David stepped on his foot 
again and he snickered. 

“Sorry,” David apologized. His forehead 

pressed into Jason’s shoulder, he relaxed against 
him as they moved to the music. 

“It’s okay. You warned me. Why do you 

think | kept my boots on?” 

David laughed. “Self-defense?” 

“Something like that.” David was down to his 
socks, undershirt, braces and riding breeches. He 
was in his undershirt, braces, and breeches along 


with his tall riding boots. Their hats, overcoats, 


and belts went to the wayside as soon as the 
official reception things were done and the 
photographer gone for the night. 

The music stopped and David sighed. “You 

know we should probably head up to our room 
soon,” he suggested. His lips curled into a smile. 
“The DJ is almost done. We don’t want to be the 
last people on the dance floor at our wedding.” 
“Why not?” Jason teased. “Maybe we can see 

if he'll play a little while longer.” 

David let out a soft moan as though he 

couldn’t stand the thought of having to wait that 
much longer to be with him. He leaned in and 
whispered in his ear. “Why don’t | go to our room 
and use some of those toys that | Know you packed 
until you’re ready to come to bed with me.” 
Jason felt his cock twitch at the thought. “Are 
you threatening to replace me with a toy?” 
“Well, you know—” David stopped moving 


and then blushed. 


Jason leaned in and whispered in his 

husband’s ear. “Let’s say goodnight, then we’ll go 
upstairs.” 

David shivered. He leaned in and kissed 

Jason before he pulled away. He went to go and 
say goodnight to the handful of people who were 
still left. Jason went and kissed his mom on the 
cheek and hugged his brother and kissed Nancy. 
She pushed him back toward David with a grin. He 
went over and said goodnight to some of their 
friends who were still there. The one person he 
knew he had to say goodnight to was Gale. 

She sat at a table with her new husband. He 

went over to her and leaned down to hug her. Gale 
had taught him in high school, but more than that 
she was like a second mom to him. His mom 
kicked him out when she first found out he was 
gay. Gale took him in. That was how he met her 
son, Lee. They were just kids, and who knew if 


their high school romance would have gone 


anywhere. They never got a chance to find out. Lee 
died in a car crash in his last year of high school. 
Jason was already at university at the time and 
losing Lee hit him hard, very hard. It took a long 
time to learn to love again. He would like to think 
that if Lee were alive today then he would be 
happy for him. He had to believe that. 

“I love you, sweetie,” Gale said. She took his 
face in her hands. “I am so proud of you.” 

“| wouldn’t be here without you,” he replied. 

“I love you too.” 

Gale beamed. “Thank you for inviting us. | 
wouldn’t be anywhere else today.” 

“Thank you for coming.” Jason kissed the 

hand holding his face. “l'Il see you tomorrow at 
the brunch.” 

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Gale replied. “Now go 

spend the rest of your wedding night with your 
husband.” 


Jason blushed and kissed her hand one more 


time before leaving her at the table. He found 
David talking to a very tipsy Monica. 

She grinned when she saw him. “You two 

head off now,” she ordered. 

“Yes, ma’am,” David said. He grinned at 

Jason who felt his blush rise. David snaked an arm 
around his waist pulling him close. 

“But before you do, answer me this. When 

did you first get together?” Monica grinned. Jason 
knew Jamie was still holding onto the pool until 
one of them confirmed it. 

“November twenty second, last year,” Jason 
replied. 

“Yes!” Monica pumped her fist in the air. “l 

won the bet!” 

Jason laughed and kissed her on the check, as 

did David before they left and headed towards the 
honeymoon suite. David reached out and held 
Jason’s hand as they walked around the corner and 


to their suite. Donna hurried past them in the other 


direction with a smile when they turned the corner. 
Jason shot David a confused look. The only place 
she could have come from was their room. David 
just smiled. Jason pulled out his key card and 
opened the room. 

His breath was taken away at what awaited 

him. Every surface was covered in lighted candles. 
No lights were on but the room was so bright you 
would have thought they all were on. 

Jason turned back to David. “How?” he 

asked. 

David smiled and craned his neck up just 

enough to press his lips to those of his slightly 
taller partner. “Donna,” he smiled. “She’s a bit of 
a romantic.” 

Jason laughed and leaned in closer. He kissed 
David hard. It wasn’t one of those ‘for show’ 

kisses they had been sharing all night. No, this kiss 
was much more than that. It was the fact that they 


were going to be sharing this same kiss when they 


were old and grey. Jason’s heart beat a bit faster. 
David pulled back. “I love you so much, 

Jason,” he said. His voice was not above a 
whisper, and if Jason weren’t tuned into every part 
of David he would have missed it. 

Jason stopped and stared into David’s blue 

eyes. “I love you, David Henri Richard.” 

David chuckled and blushed. “Every time you 

say my middle name | remember when | was a kid, 
and my mom used my full name.” 

“You knew you were in shit right?” Jason 

replied. His mom used to do the same thing. 

“For sure.” David leaned in and kissed him 

again, softer this time. 

“You know I never knew your middle name 

until we started doing the prep for the wedding,” 
Jason said once the kiss ended. 

“You've seen my warrant card how many 

times?” David asked. A warrant card was part of 


the identification as a police officer. It included 


full name and date of birth. 

“I know, but I never paid attention,” Jason 
admitted. “I like it though. Henri.” 

David’s fingers worked on untucking Jason’s 
Shirt from his riding breeches. “My dad wanted to 
make my first name Henri, you know after Henri 
Richard, the pocket rocket.” 

Jason nodded as he started to undress David. 
“The famous hockey player.” 

“Uh-huh, but my mom wouldn’t let him so 

they used Henri as my middle name.” David 
unzipped Jason’s breeches and started working a 
hand inside. “It’s also why Daniel’s middle name 
is Maurice.” 

“Shouldn’t that be your middle name as 

you're the oldest?” Jason pulled off David’s 
undershirt and his hands made quick work of the 
button and zipper on his breeches. 

“Take that argument up with my father,” 


David replied. He stroked Jason through the silky 


material of his underwear. 

Jason bit back a moan. “Might have to do 

that,” he teased. 

“Later,” David said as Jason pushed down 

the breeches and dropped to his knees in front of 
him. 

“Later,” Jason agreed. The brief conversation 
break allowed them both to regain some semblance 
of control. Jason swallowed the older man’s thick 
cock. He loved the way David’s foreskin moved in 
his mouth, the little moans from the back of his 
throat as he swallowed him deep. He especially 
loved his girth. 

David's fingers rubbed over his short hair, 
seeming frustrated his blonde crop wasn’t long 
enough to hold onto. Jason pulled back, his tongue 
flicking over the sensitive underside. 

“Okay, okay, fuck—I need you, Jason.” 

David’s tone dropped a few notches, his voice 


deep and filled with need. Jason sucked harder; he 


wanted David to come in his mouth. 

David had other plans and after another two 
minutes of sucking he pulled away. Jason stuck out 
his lip in a pout, similar to one a child would use 
when having candy taken away. 

“You can suck me later,” David promised. He 
Stripped out of his breeches the rest of the way and 
eyed his partner who unzipped his tall riding boots 
before standing up and kicking them off. Jason got 
rid of his breeches and socks leaving on a pair of 
silk red underwear. The same pair Jason wore the 
first time he fucked David. 

David shivered, his hard dick pulsing. Jason 

smiled recognizing the storm of emotions crossing 
his face. Jason kissed him hard as he guided him 
backwards. The back of David’s knees hit the edge 
of the bed. Jason pushed him down and lost his 
underwear. He watched his husband lie there, 
palming his cock. He found himself torn between 


watching and joining in. The desire to be one with 


David won out, and he climbed onto the bed, 
covering his body. 

They kissed, their naked bodies rubbing 

against each other as they moved into a better 
position on the bed so David could lie against the 
pillows. Jason found David’s wrists and with 
gentle emphasis placed them above his head. 
Unlike at home where there were slats David 
could hold on to or, even better, Jason could cuff 
him, here the king sized bed had a flat headboard. 
So as a compromise David tucked his hands 
underneath a pillow. Jason smiled and broke their 
kiss. He moved low, his tongue flicking over 
David’s nipples. He kissed down David's flat 
stomach and lower. There were a few swipes of 
his tongue to the tip of his cock before he moved 
even lower tonguing David’s heavy sac. 

David sensed Jason’s ultimate goal so he 

spread his legs open wider and lifted his hips. 


David shivered when Jason’s tongue made contact 


with his sensitive flesh. Jason rimmed David 
loosening up his tight hole. He had big plans for 
tonight. Once David had started moaning and 
squirming around on the bed, Jason stopped. 
“Please,” David moaned. He fell back into 

the pillows struggling to catch a breath. 

Jason looked up at him. “I'll be right back.” 

David whimpered but didn’t move as Jason 

left him on the bed. Jason moved to his suitcase 
Stripping out of his boxers as he went. He pulled 
out a large black bag and rejoined David on the 
bed. It contained several toys they had used before 
along with a couple of new ones Jason had 
ordered online and had delivered to Craig’s place 
so David wouldn’t see them. 

The first things he pulled out were four 

different types of cock rings. Since David was 
already rock hard, as was he, he discarded two of 
them and used one made of leather that fastened 


with snaps on David and a lasso type on himself. 


As soon as it was tightened Jason felt himself 

grow just that much harder. His dick already 
throbbed with need—he couldn’t wait to have 
David inside of him. 

Next he pulled out three different types of 

toys: a large prostate massager, a smaller dildo, 
and a decent sized plug. The plug was new, and the 
Surprise was its different vibrating programs. 
“Choose,” Jason instructed. David’s eyes 

darted back from the prostate massager to the plug 
and back again. 

“For me or you?” David teased. 

“You,” Jason replied. “I’m going to stuff your 

tight little ass with one of these before | ride your 
dick until you fill me with your hot cum.” 

“Oh fuck.” Jason knew the dirty talk would 

get to David, it always did. “The plug. Use the 
plug,” 

Jason dropped the other two toys onto the bed 


then made a big show of coating the plug with lube 


he pulled out of the bag. David was so turned on it 
didn’t take any effort to work the plug, about two 
and a half inches at its widest point, into him. 
Jason leaned back on the bed and watched as 

his husband—God, that was going to take some 
getting used to—squirm as he had kept a death grip 
on the pillow. There were smears of pre-cum on 

his stomach shining in the candlelight. Jason 
leaned back and made David watch as he prepared 
himself. When he couldn’t wait any longer, he 
coated David with lube and got into position 

above him. He held his sac and his dick tight to his 
stomach to give David a good view as he lowered 
down onto his cock. 

He took his time, partially to tease, and 

partially because it had been several weeks and 
with the cock ring David’s cock felt even larger 
than normal. Once David was fully inside of him 

he leaned forward, his hands braced on David’s 


stomach, his eyes closed, willing the burn to settle 


down. 

Jason felt David’s strong hands on his thighs. 

“You okay?” he asked rubbing softly. 

Jason opened his eyes and stared down at 

David. He was already covered in a thin sheen of 
sweat. His chest heaved with the effort to stay still. 
“Just need a few minutes.” 

“I think three weeks is the longest we've ever 
gone without me fucking you,” David said. His 
hands massaged along Jason’s thighs and rubbed 
his stomach. He avoided Jason’s cock. Jason hated 
to be touched until he was ready, a fact David had 
used against him on more than one occasion, but 
tonight he would wait for Jason to be ready for 
him. 

“I think you’re right,” Jason admitted. David 

shifted beneath him, his cock throbbing inside of 
him, pushing that edge of painful pleasure just a bit 
too far. “Fuck, don’t move yet.” 


“Sorry,” David replied. “I really need you 


right now.” 

Jason smirked and reached behind him. He 

found the base of the plug and tapped it, causing 
David to groan but stay in place. His fingers found 
the switch. “Maybe this will help,” he said as he 
flicked the switch onto one of the rotating settings. 
“Holy fuck!” David’s instinct to arch against 

the plug caused Jason to cry out. “Sorry, just, 
fuck.” He struggled to regain his composure. “You 
didn’t tell me it vibrated.” 

Jason leaned down and kissed David. 

“Surprise.” 

The burn had decreased enough so that he 

could start some gentle movements. David gripped 
his thighs as they started to move. The vibrating 
plug kicked up a couple of notches, and Jason 
could feel the vibrations all the way through 
David’s cock. 

“Oh, fucking hell,” David all but shouted. He 


fell back against the pillows turning his face so 


that he could moan as loudly as he wanted to. 
Jason switched position so he knelt rather 

than crouched over David. He started to move in 
earnest. David felt amazing inside of him, but he 
knew he wasn’t even close to coming. David on 
the other hand was already fighting it. Jason could 
tell by the way he moaned and the way his cock 
expanded inside of him. 

“That’s it. Do it, David. | need your hot cum 

in my ass,” Jason coached. He added in that extra 
bit of dirty talk to emphasize his point. He also 
reached between them and unsnapped David’s 
cock ring. 

The extra release of pressure sent David over 

the edge. He bucked beneath Jason, his entire body 
shuddering. Jason kept moving until he felt David 
soften. 

David pulled him down for kisses, still 

struggling to catch his breath. His penis slipped 


out, and Jason could feel the cum leaking out of his 


ass. He stopped the vibrations of the plug, but he 
left it in place, in David—for now. 

“That was—wow,” David admitted after a 
minute. 

“It was,” Jason said with a grin. He kissed 

David lightly. 

“You didn’t come,” he pointed out, his fingers 
finding Jason’s hard cock. 

“Nope, I’m going to fuck you though,” Jason 
said. 

“Mmm, first | have this wicked fantasy | want 

to try out,” David replied. He pulled Jason’s arm 
then his hip until he straddled his face. David 
started licking up the cum that had leaked out of 
Jason’s ass before honing in on his target. “I’ve 
been thinking about this since you did it to me,” 
David admitted between swipes of his tongue. 
Jason loved having someone work his ass 

over after he was fucked. “Shit, David. That feels 


amazing.” Jason felt his legs quiver as David 


started tonguing him in earnest. “Oh God, don’t 
make me come.” 

David planted a kiss on his ass cheek. 

“Usually you’re screaming for me to make you 
come.” 

Jason flopped over to one side his face 

coming level with David’s semi-hard cock. He 
kissed his hip. “I want to fuck you still.” 

“Oh, thank God. That plug is still driving me 
crazy,” David replied. 

Jason moved around the bed and grabbed the 
lube again. He positioned himself between 
David’s legs his fingers going to stroke along the 
base of the plug. “Just fuck me already,” David 
demanded. 

“Maybe,” Jason teased. He slowly pulled the 
plug out pushing it back in a few times before it 
Slipped free. 

He made sure David hadn’t closed up before 


he started pushing inside of him. The plug had 


loosened David enough that he slid in with almost 
no resistance. 

He waited until David nodded before he 

started moving. He pulled out all the way and 
pushed back inside. He started with a slow pace, 
before he went back onto his knees and pulled 
David’s legs up onto his shoulders. Jason gripped 
David’s knees as he started to piston in and out. 
David’s hands came up and clasped over Jason’s 
as they started moving in earnest. 

Jason blew out a deep breath trying to keep 
control until David was ready to come again. 
When David’s hand went to his cock and started 
stroking Jason let his legs fall to the side. He 
leaned into David, resting on his forearms, his 
hands braced against the headboard as they rocked 
together. 

David kissed the sensitive spot on his neck. “l 
love you,” he mumbled into him. “I love you so 


much.” 


Jason pulled David as tight to him as he 

could. “I love you,” he said in reply. His heart 
pounded. He was making love to his best friend, 
his lover, his husband. This was going to be one of 
the most amazing nights of their lives. Their bodies 
ground together, and Jason felt David start to 
contract around him with his second orgasm of the 
night. He let go at that point, thrusting as his own 
orgasm washed over him. He kept moving until he 
felt himself go soft. 

They collapsed onto the pillows together, 

both struggling to catch their breath. Jason didn’t 
move until he slipped from David. Then he rolled 
to one side and propped himself up with one 
elbow. David also rolled onto his side. He kissed 
Jason, stopping to nibble on his lips. 

“I love you,” David repeated for what was 
probably the millionth time, but Jason would never 
get tired of hearing it. 


“I love you too,” Jason responded with a 


smile. “You know we never decided if you were 
going to change your last name or not.” 

David laughed. “If anyone is going to change 
their last name, it would be you—Jason Richard.” 
“I don’t know,” Jason teased. “David 

McCarthy has a ring to it.” 

David shook his head. “Not feeling it.” 

“Me either.” Jason kissed David one last time 
punctuated by a yawn. 

“Need a nap?” 

“I don’t know. I’m not the old man in this 
relationship.” 

David landed a gentle punch to Jason’s arm 

but then yawned as well. “Okay, nap and then more 
sex?” 

“Sounds good.” Jason rolled over and David 
snuggled in behind him and pulled Jason close to 
him. They fell asleep, warm, secure, and loved. 
Chapter Nineteen 


..and Promises Broken 


Ash knew he was hiding in their tiny space. 

He didn’t care. He wasn’t sure he could deal with 
this anymore, with the rules and the lying. He felt 
sick to his stomach every time he saw her. She was 
just a kid, just a fucking kid, and they married her 
to someone old enough to be her grandfather. 

Ash wanted to punch his face in. If this were 

back home, he would have gladly slapped the cuffs 
on him. Instead he had to stand by and watch as a 
child was taken as wife by Karen’s now ex- 
husband, Hassam. 

The curtain that closed off their room from the 

rest of the cave system twitched. Ash reached for 
his gun, as he did every time someone entered a 
room, only to lay it down again as Jason emerged. 
He nodded to Ash and set his own rifle down next 
to the door. 

“Karen said you seemed upset,” Jason said in 

a very low voice. He dropped himself onto the 


straw filled mattress next to where Ash lay. It was 


the only piece of furniture in the small cave, held 
up on a frame of old concrete blocks. It was 
technically Karen’s cave. Here the women owned 
the caves the families slept in. An older woman 
had given Karen her cave before she passed on 
just after Karen arrived. She’d said it would make 
her more attractive to a husband. It certainly had 
helped them. It gave them a tiny bit of privacy they 
had been lacking by sleeping in the men’s 
barracks. Karen’s arm was still fragile, so after 
their first “night” together she went back to 
Sleeping in her surgery, leaving Ash and Jason the 
cave. 

“Aren't you?” Ash challenged. 

Jason scratched his fingers over his six- 

week-old beard. “Of course | am, Ash. You don’t 
think | wanted to murder that guy? Not just for 
what he did to Karen, but for taking a twelve-year- 
old as a wife. A twelve-year-old. Just a baby. 


Fuck!” Jason threw himself backwards so he lay 


across the bed next to Ash. “She’s only a couple 
years older than Mandy.” 

Ash turned so he faced Jason, taking the 

pressure off of his shoulder. It was healed now, 

but it ached sometimes with the damp in the caves 
that increased thanks to the approach of winter. 

“| didn’t think of that,” Ash whispered back. 

“Vm sorry.” 

“It’s okay. It’s been an emotional couple of 

days,” Jason replied. The satellite phones had 
worked for only a few seconds before cutting out. 
Ash wasn’t even sure if the call connected. Their 
last hope for a rescue, gone. They were running out 
of options, and from what Ash could tell they might 
be running out their welcome as well. Sharif had 
warned them once they called Hassam out, and 
Ash “married” Karen, they might be in danger with 
the group, especially if the elders didn’t agree with 
them. 


“What are we going to do, Jase? | just want 


to go home.” Ash closed his eyes tight fighting the 
rise of emotions. Despite his best efforts a tear 
escaped and tracked down his face. 

“Hey,” Jason whispered, his rough calloused 
finger brushing the tear away. “We’ll get home, 
Ash. We will.” 

Another tear escaped. “I wish | could believe 
you,” Ash said. Another tear fell. 

Jason wiped them away again. He nudged 

closer to Ash, pressing their foreheads together. 
“Ash, we will get out of this, and we will get 
home. You heard what the scouts were saying. 
Coalition convoys are passing on a daily basis 
now. We just need to go out and flag the right one 
down.” 

Ash shook his head. “You know they won’t 

stop.” A few more tears leaked out. 

“Ash, look at me,” Jason demanded. Ash 

looked up at Jason with his blue eyes still filled 


with tears, “We’ll make it home. | promise.” Even 


though the words rang hollow in Ash’s ears 
Jason’s next actions did not. 

Jason pressed his lips against Ash’s. He held 

them there and waited. A torrent of emotions 
assaulted Ash. He didn’t know what to do or say 
or feel. He did know that he wanted Jason. He 
needed to feel Jason, feel something good, even 
just once. 

Ash parted his lips and allowed Jason to start 

a slow and sensual kiss. They savored it. They 
had kissed before, but this was different, very 
different. Both men recognized this kiss was about 
comforting each other in the face of the almost 
impossible. 

Ash shifted a bit and pulled Jason closer to 

him. They pressed their bodies close, their beards 
scratching against the other. Ash tugged on Jason. 
Rolling onto his back he pulled Jason on top of 
him. 


Jason pressed his hard body into Ash’s as 


they kissed. Their erections rubbed together 
through the fabric of their combat pants. It was 
obvious what they were doing and where this was 
going, but Ash still stopped Jason and asked, “Are 
you sure about this? What about David?” 

“What about Matthew?” Jason replied, his 

lips just a hair’s breadth away from Ash’s. 

“If we get out of here, he’ll understand,” Ash 
replied. He tried to kiss Jason again but he pulled 
back. 

“We are getting out of here, Ash,” Jason said 
holding himself so that their lips barely touched. 
“And he'll understand.” 

Ash wrapped one arm around Jason’s back 

pulling him close. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes,” Jason told him. He moved his lips to 

Ash’s again. Ash moaned and submitted to the kiss. 
Clothes became barriers to them. They stripped out 
of their vests and shirts. Neither man had washed 


properly in six weeks, but it didn’t seem to matter 


to them. The raw and rough scent of each other 
spurred them on. Ash worked his hand inside of 
Jason’s pants first stroking his hard length. It took 
Jason a few extra moments, before he started 
palming Ash’s thick cock. 

“Fuck,” Ash swore. He was acutely aware 

that nothing but a blanket hung over the doorway 
that separated them from the rest of the inhabitants 
of the cave. If they got caught doing this they 
would probably be shot on the spot. Somehow the 
danger added something to the desperate and 
driven lovemaking. 

Jason’s hands pulled Ash’s pants away 

revealing a hard cock begging for attention. Jason 
kissed him again, fisting him. “We don’t have any 
condoms,” Jason pointed out when they stopped 
kissing for a moment so they could catch their 
breaths. 

“We haven't used condoms in years,” Ash 


replied. 


“We don’t use them either,” Jason said. Ash 

knew his ‘we’ meant him and Matthew and Jason’s 
‘we’ meant him and David. Ash could tell that this 
wasn’t about being in love with Jason, because 
clearly he wasn’t and vice versa. This was about 
comfort. They had been so lonely for so long, and 
they needed this. Especially if it was one of the 

last things they did. 

“If there is a God, we'll have some type of 

lube,” Ash said. 

Jason hesitated, running the few supplies they 

had through in his mind. “We have Vaseline,” he 
said after a moment. Ash had pushed the pants off 
of his hips, and worked his cock over making it 

that much harder for him to think. 

“Get it. | need you,” Ash replied. 

Jason rolled away and stood up. He got rid of 

his combat pants then walked over to the packs. He 
searched through the pockets until he came up with 


a tube of Vaseline. Ash had stripped out of his 


pants and stretched out, stroking his cock. Jason 
crawled back onto the bed. He took over stroking 
Ash, and Ash's hands went back to him. “How do 
you want to do this?” Jason asked. 

“Fuck me,” Ash replied. 

After minimal foreplay. Jason lubed Ash up 

with a finger and coated himself with the sticky 
Vaseline. Ash was clearly skilled at being a 
bottom, even with not having someone since 
deployment. It only took him a minute to adjust to 
Jason. 

They fucked hard and fast, at first face to 

face, then Ash flipped over onto his hands and 
knees, Jason pounding him from behind. It didn’t 
take long before Ash buried his face in the covers, 
contracting around Jason as hot streams of cum 
shot from his body. Jason followed, his own body 
emptying into Ash’s before they collapsed 
sweating on the bed. 


Jason took a couple of ragged breaths. His 


forehead rested against Ash's back. He pulled out 
with a soft pop and rolled to one side. They both 
struggled to catch their breath, struggled to come 
up with something to say. 

Ash spoke first. "Jason," he said in a soft 

voice. "Can | say something and hope you don't 
take it the wrong way?" 

"Sure," Jason replied. He already knew what 

Ash was going to say, and he felt the same way. 
"Thank you, that was—" Ash paused trying to 
come up with the right words. "That was exactly 
what | needed." 

"Me too," Jason affirmed. 

"| feel a bit guilty," Ash admitted. "I just had 

sex with you and I'm not in love with you. This is 
going to sound crazy, but | do love you. We're 
together and going through something most people 
wouldn't even know how to survive, and | love you 
like a brother, but | have no other interest in you 


like that. | feel guilty because it’s the first time I've 


ever slept with someone | wasn't in love with. Not 

to mention Matthew." Ash spilled his thoughts out 

then went silent, waiting for Jason to respond. 

"Don’t take this the wrong way, Ash, but I'm 

not in love with you either." Ash cracked a smile 

at Jason. "I love you like a comrade, like a brother, 

nothing more. When we get out of here, and we 

will get out of here, we'll explain to our partners in 

our own time what happened here. If Matthew is 

half the man you say he is, he'll understand. | know 

David will understand." 

"Thank you," Ash whispered. He pulled Jason 

into a tight hug and they held each other. They 

kissed once more, almost in mourning. They broke 

apart and got cleaned up, partially redressing 

before settling back onto the bed to go to sleep. 
>K>KK K 

The loud voice in Dari woke Ash first. He 

shook Jason awake as he dressed. He bit back the 


pain as he stood up. Fuck, his ass felt like it was 


on fire. It has been a very long time since he’d had 
someone take him like that, and Jason hadn’t been 
gentle. 

He got dressed and Jason was over halfway 

there when Jarah appeared in the doorway. She 
gestured for Ash and Jason to follow her. She ran 


though the cave at breakneck speed ducking and 


weaving through people. Grabbing their rifles they 
tailed her to the anterior room. As they turned a 
corner Ash sucked in a loud and deep breath. 
Jason almost ran into him in shock. 

There were four American soldiers standing 

in the room talking with Sharif and Saddam. 
“Sirs,” the master corporal said snapping to 
attention at the site of Ash and Jason. Karen 
appeared a moment later and all four solders 
saluted her. “Ma’am,” he acknowledged. 
“Americans,” 

Karen 

Said. 

“You're 

Americans.” 

“Yes, ma'am, I’m Master Corporal Francis. 

We are here to bring you back to base,” he said. 
Tears sprang into Karen’s eyes, but her 


military bearing never wavered. “Very well, 


please allow me a short time to collect my things,” 
she said before turning on her heel and leaving. 
“As you can see,” Saddam spoke translating 

for Sharif, “all of our guests are in excellent 
condition.” 

“Of course,” Francis said addressing 

Saddam. “We thank you very much for your 
cooperation in this manner.” 

“Well, it hasn’t been easy,” Saddam 

continued after translating the message back and 
forth. “Three additional people have been a 
considerable drain on our resources.” 

“Allow me to speak with my captain. We may 

be able to arrange some compensation,” Francis 
said. Sharif and Saddam shared a smile and 
nodded. 

“Bert, Denny, go with Constables McCarthy 

and Cooper. Ensure they have everything they 
require. Douce, see if you can help Captain 


Mullen,” Francis ordered. 


A uniform “Yes, sir,” came from the three 
privates who were standing next to Francis. They 
marched over to where Ash and Jason were both 
standing watching what was happening but not able 
to process the fact that they were going home. 
After a month and a half of living in Afghan caves 
they were going home. “Sirs, if you could show 
us to Captain Mullen and to your living quarters, 
we’ll get you packed and onto a Blackhawk in no 
time,” the tallest of the three privates said. 

Ash regained his voice first. “This way,” he 

said, motioning to them. Jarah was still standing 
there, her eyes wide as she looked up at the 
soldiers. “Jarah,” Ash addressed the little girl and 
she nodded. “Take this soldier to Karen. 
Understand? Karen.” 

Jarah nodded and reached out without fear to 
take the hand of the soldier Ash pointed out. She 
led him away from the group towards the surgery. 


“Living quarters are on the other side of the 


cave system,” Ash explained. He led the 
Americans through the maze of tunnels and rooms. 
They often got looks from the people who had been 
woken up by the commotion as they passed. They 
all seemed to move out of their way. They went 
through the men’s barracks—most of the men were 
awake and shouting greetings at them—and into the 
family quarters. Down the tunnel to the tiny cave 
they had claimed as their own. 

Ash entered through the cloth door. Jason 

stopped the two privates from entering. “Wait 
here,” he told them. 

They looked as though they wanted to argue 

but took up guard positions on the door. Once 
hidden from view Ash reached out to Jason. They 
kissed, quick and silent. “We’re going home,” 

Jason whispered to Ash. 

“I know. | thought—” Ash stopped himself 

from voicing his worst fears. 


“Me too. Let’s get our stuff and get the hell 


out of here.” In haste they loaded the few items 
they had into the packs. It seemed silly, but the 
little reminders of the place were important to take 
with them: their diaries, a painted rock from Jarah, 
some cloth the women had woven for them. 

It took less than five minutes to gather up all 

of their things and leave the cave they had called 
home. The Americans followed them back through 
the cave system and into the anterior room. 
Another American soldier had appeared. He wore 
a set of captain’s bars. 

He saluted Ash and Jason, who saluted back. 

“It’s nice to meet you, sirs. We’re just waiting for 
Captain Mullen then we’ll be on our way. We have 
a Blackhawk ready to make the extraction,” he 
explained. 

He went back to talking with Saddam and 

Sharif in hushed tones. They were discussing some 
form of compensation. Despite the late hour 


everyone seemed to have been woken by the 


commotion in the anterior cave. Several men and 
women were gathering there. 

Karen appeared with several bags. She had 

been with the group a lot longer than Ash and 
Jason had. Many of the women started to cry when 
they saw her. She stopped and took time to speak 
to a number of them. 

“Captain,” she said when she was done. 

Karen blinked back tears and cleared her throat. “l 
understand you are arranging some,” she paused, 
“compensation for Sharif and his family because of 
their kindness. | would request that you include 
medical supplies.” 

“Of course, ma’am,” the captain replied. 

“Master Corporal Francis will take you out to the 
helicopter now,” he instructed. 

The master corporal and the privates under 

his command snapped into action. Sharif said 
something in Dari to Jarah who hid back in the 


corner of the cave. Saddam translated. “My uncle 


says that as Jarah brought you here it is good luck 
for her to lead you home.” 

“Thank you,” Ash said. Jason nodded in 
agreement. The party started off, weaving its way 
through the exterior tunnels. 

Jarah brought them to the mouth of the cave 
waving and smiling as they passed. Jason leaned 
down and scooped the tiny girl into a large hug. 
She had been so important to him, a small 
reminder of his own daughter back home. She 
squeezed back. He dug into his bag, handing her a 
Small card. It has his name and rank and phone 
number. “For when you come to Canada,” he told 
her. 

She nodded and smiled. “Canada | go,” she 
agreed. He hugged her one last time, and Ash gave 
her a hug as well before the group walked out into 
the desert. The Blackhawk waited with three more 
soldiers standing guard. 


They loaded Karen into the cabin first then 


Ash. Jason paused. He looked back over the 
desert, unable to see the entrance to the cave 
system not even two hundred meters away. Still he 
gave a little wave and climbed into the 

Blackhawk. He sat in the seat and closed his eyes 
as the soldier strapped him in for the ride. The 
vibration of the engine and the whirr of the blades 
told him they were taking off. It wasn’t until they 
were halfway to the base that Jason believed it; 
they were really going home. He didn’t bother to 
hide the tears that started to stream down his face. 
Chapter Twenty 

There was no more Fear 

They arrived on the base with almost no 

fanfare. They were shuttled from the Blackhawk to 
a medical evacuation plane. Along with a number 
of nurses and a doctor, there were two other 
soldiers on board, both of whom were on life 
Support. Jason felt guilty taking the attention away 


from them as the nurses came over to check on him 


and Ash. They were fine. The two on life support 
were not. 

The nurse fussed over Karen’s arm and made 

a meticulous review of Ash’s shoulder. Jason just 
sat back, allowing them to take his blood pressure 
and his temperature. He was still afraid this was 
alla dream. 

Once they were airborne and flying at a safe 
altitude from surface to air missiles, they were 
allowed to move around the airplane at will. Jason 
headed straight for the bathroom. The man who 
greeted him in the mirror wasn’t the man he 
remembered seeing. 

Had six weeks really changed him that much? 

His beard was as long as he had ever had it; as 
was his hair. Both were encrusted with dust from 
the desert. His hands were so dark they were 
almost black with tan, or maybe that was dirt too. 
He turned the water on in the tiny sink and stuck 


his hands under it. Water coursed over them. More 


water than he’d had to drink in two weeks gushed 
out and swirled over his hands; a bit of soap and 
the sink turned black as he scrubbed away the dirt. 
He kept washing until the water ran clean, and his 
hands were pink and close to raw from the effort. 
Somehow that tiny act of humanity, of having 
clean hands, made him feel a million times better. 
He cleaned the bathroom, wiping down the sink 
with paper towels and throwing them into the 
garbage. He shook his head, amazed at the waste 
they had in their society. 

He left the bathroom and almost ran into the 
nurse who stood there with her arms crossed. 
“Come on then,” she said. She had a thick British 
accent and wore a British uniform similar to 
Karen’s. “Doctor wants us to get a couple of lines 
going.” 

She led Jason back to the medical bay. Karen 

was already hooked up to an IV while another 


nurse worked on Ash. Jason got shown to a seat 


next to Ash. The nurse gathered her supplies. It 
took three tries for her to get a line going. Then she 
started some fluid. He watched as she pumped in 
bag after bag of IV fluid into him and Ash. The 
Surprising thing was he didn’t have to go to the 
bathroom, not even once. 

The nurses strapped them in for landing. It 

only then occurred to him that he had no idea 
where they were going. Clearly they were on their 
way to a medical base of some sort, but where 
exactly, he had no idea. 

“Where are we going?” Jason asked the nurse 

as she buckled him in. 

“Medical base in Germany,” she replied. 

“Best military hospital around.” 

Jason blinked at her. Germany? Part of him 

knew that they sent causalities there after they 
were patched up in the field, but for him and Ash 
to go there? His head hurt and all of this was 


happening far too fast. 


They descended and landed without a 

problem. The second they were stopped and the 
doors opened, medical personnel swamped the 
tiny plane taking off the two soldiers that were on 
life support. They came next and were each loaded 
into their own ambulance. Jason tried to argue that 
he should go with Ash and protect him, but they 
shushed his concerns and carted him off anyway. It 
took less than five minutes to arrive at the hospital. 
They hurried him into the ER. It seemed silly that 
he had a doctor and at least four nurses fussing 
over him. He kept repeating over and over again 
he was fine. They kept giving him more fluid and 
when he announced he had to go to the bathroom, 
they offered to put in a catheter. He flat out refused 
and after a tiny bit of argument they gave hima 
urinal instead. 

After what seemed like an eternity they 

declared he was essentially healthy, only 


malnourished and dehydrated. Jason could have 


told him that. He repeated his requests to see Ash 
or Karen. This was the longest he had gone without 
seeing either of them. They kept assuring him they 
were fine, and he would see them soon. 

It wasn’t until they brought him up to his room 

in a wheelchair, much to his distaste, that it even 
occurred to him to contact his family. 

“Hello, darlin’,” the nurse who wore 

American fatigues said with a deep southern 
drawl. “How you feelin’?” She helped settle him 

in from the wheelchair into the bed nearest the 
door. 

“I’m fine,” Jason replied. 

“Mmhmm, | reckon it’s all a bit much to take 

in gettin’ picked up in the desert and landin’ here 
so sudden like. Don’t worry about a thang, sugar, 
you've got me until after dinner tonight,” she 
assured him. “I heard you were askin’ about your 
buddy. He’ll be ’round soon as the doctors give 


him the okay. You’ll be roommates.” 


“That’s good,” Jason replied, grateful that 

Ash would be close. 

“Did you want to call your family, sugar? 

Tell them you're all right?” 

“I can do that?” He felt a bit stunned. Why 

had it not occurred to him to call David? That 
would have been the first thing on his mind six 
weeks ago. Now he was more worried about Ash 
than his own husband. 

“Sure you can. l'Il get you a phone and give 

you the paper on how to dial home.” She finished 
fiddling with the IV bag and disappeared, coming 
back later with a phone, a piece of paper, and a 
pen. 

“Thank you,” Jason said as she gave the 

phone to him and left him alone to make his calls. 
He stared at the phone a long time. Would they 
already know he was okay? Would the RCMP 
have told them yet? Would they be stunned by his 
phone cal? What were they thinking? What did 


they know? 

It seemed like ages before he had the courage 

to turn the phone on and dial the numbers to get out 
of Germany. The first number he keyed in was to 
David’s cell phone. It rang once then went straight 
to voicemail. Damn, his phone was off. He didn’t 
leave a message. Next number he tried was their 
house phone. It rang four times before it went to 
voice mail. 

It occurred to him he had no idea what local 

time was, nor did he know what time it was at 
home in Canada. Maybe David was sleeping. The 
next number he tried was his mom’s home phone, 
only to find out it was disconnected. He struggled, 
his heart sinking for a few minutes, before he 
remembered she had moved sometime in June for 
her new job. He had no idea what her new number 
was. The next number he tried was Steve’s cell. It 
also went straight to voicemail. Damn, had he been 


gone so long that no one remembered him? 


The last number he tried was Steve’s house 
number. Nancy picked up on the second ring. 
“Hello?” 

Jason wanted to cry at the sound of his sister- 
in-law’s voice. He managed to croak out, “Is Steve 
there?” 

“Jason?” Nancy asked over the commotion in 
the background and a baby crying. 

“Yeah,” he managed to get out before tears 
leaked out of the corner of his eye. 

“Oh my God, oh my God, Steve, Steve,” she 
screamed. “Steve!” 

He heard a muffled conversation then Steve 
came on the line. “Hello?” he said sounding half 
asleep. 

Jason had tears streaming down his face at 

this point. “Stevie,” he said taking a shuddering 
breath. “I’m okay.” 

“Jason?” Steve said, sounding confused. “Oh 


my God, Jason!” He sounded fully awake now. 


“Where the hell are you?” 

“Army Hospital in Germany,” Jason said 

between sobs. He couldn’t believe it. He was 
talking to his brother back in Canada. 

“Holy fuck,” Steve swore. “What, are you 

okay, what happened? How did you get there?” 
“I’m okay. It’s a really long story. | just 

wanted to call and tell you | was okay. | tried 
David, and he wasn’t home.” A sob caught in 
Jason’s throat. “I don’t know Mom's new 
numbers.” 

“I think she’s at work. Hang on one sec, l'Il 

get her cell number for you.” Steve shuffled around 
for a moment, then rattled off the numbers to him, 
which he wrote down with the pen the nurse had 
given him. 

“Thanks,” Jason replied. “I love you.” 

“I love you too, Jason. | am so glad you're all 
right,” Steve said. 


Then Nancy came on the line. “Jason, stay 


safe, okay?” 

He nodded to the empty hospital room. 

“I will. Give the boys kisses for me okay? 

Tell them I'll get to meet them soon,” Jason said. 
His throat felt thick with emotion as he thought 
about meeting his twin nephews and hugging his 
brother again. 

“Į will. We love you.” Nancy sounded like 

she was crying when he hung up the phone. He 
wiped his tears away and tried to regain some 
semblance of control. 

He had finally pulled himself back together 

when they rolled Ash into the room. 

“Jason,” Ash exclaimed. “Are you all right?” 

“I’m fine. Are you okay?” Jason asked. Ash 
looked exactly like he had when he last saw him, 
his blonde hair too long and his beard scratchy. 
Having Ash around made all of this seem less like 
a dream. 


“I’m okay. They want me to shower then they 


can have a better look at my shoulder,” Ash 
replied. 

“Why don’t | grab some supplies and you can 
both have a shower and a shave?” suggested the 
nurse who wheeled Ash into the room, the same 
nurse Jason had met earlier. 

“That would be great,” Ash told her. She 

helped him into the bed and set up his IV before 
disappearing. 

For the first time since they saw the American 
soldiers in the cave, they were alone together, 
separated by a few feet. They stared at each other 
unsure of what to say. Before they could come up 
with words to express their situation the nurse 
came back in loaded with towels and two bags. 
“Here we go,” she said setting everything in 

the bathroom. “There are lots of towels and two 
care packages: soap, bath poof, toothbrush, 
toothpaste, shavin’ stuff. There are clean hospital 


gowns and pants. Throw your uniforms in the bin. 


If y’all need anything else let me know, got it? My 
name’s Kerri, sugars, and I’m here if you need 
me.” 

“Thank you,” Jason said. 

At the same time Ash asked, “Can you unhook 

us from our IVs?” 

She gave Ash a half smile. “I'll stop and 
disconnect you for now, but once you’re done 
Showerin’ you're back on ’til the doctor says 
otherwise.” 

“Thanks,” Ash replied. She took the IV tubing 
away. 

Once Kerri had left, closing the door behind 

her, Jason got out of bed with care and Ash 
followed. They met in front of the door to the 
bathroom. “You go first,” Jason offered. 

“You,” Ash replied. 

The stared at each other for a moment, both 
knowing what would happen, but neither wanting 


to admit it. “Together?” Jason said after a long 


tense silence. 

“Together,” Ash agreed. They locked 

themselves in the bathroom. Jason started the 
shower as Ash stripped and Jason followed. They 
stood for a moment staring at each other. They had 
seen each other before, but it had been so long 
since either man had been completely naked that 
they took a moment to relish the feeling. They 
opened the care packages pulling out the soap and 
shampoo. It was a brand that Jason didn’t like, but 
it didn’t matter. For the first time in six weeks he 
was having a shower. It would be heaven. 

The hot water coursed over his body when he 
stepped in the shower. He enjoyed it for a moment 
before Ash joined him. The shower stall wasn’t 
even as large as the ones on the base, but it was 
big enough for what they wanted to do, needed to 
do. They switched spots, and Jason added shower 
gel to the poof and started to massage the soap 


over his body. The dirt seemed to peel off in 


layers. The rank scent of human sweat tinged with 
fear rinsed away. They switched spots several 
times watching as they turned the inside of the 
shower from pristine white to murky grey. 

At long last he felt clean and stood back 

watching Ash finish rinsing his hair. He felt his 
attraction growing to the older man. He knew he 
wasn’t in love with Ash, but he couldn’t deny the 
bond that had formed in the last year they had spent 
together. 

Ash tipped his head back, running his hand 

through his hair, squeezing out the water. Ash 
looked at him, water dripping down his face. He 
leaned forward. They kissed soft, then hard and 
wet. He moaned into the kiss. Like before, this 
wasn’t about love, this wasn’t about being with 
each other. This was about celebrating the fact that 
they were alive. 

Jason pressed Ash against the shower stall, 


their bodies slick as the water pounded down on 


them. They kissed, bumping noses, teeth clashing. 
He wasn’t sure who made the first move but he 
found himself stroking Ash, teasing his cock, while 
Ash did the same to him. 

Ash threw his head back and moaned, almost 

too loud, but the sounds of the shower would 
drown out most of the noise. Jason attached his 
lips to a spot on Ash’s neck. He loved it when the 
older man growled and asked for more. His fingers 
threaded through Jason’s hair, trying to force him 
to move his mouth downward. He wanted to, part 
of him wanted to suck Ash off, another part of him 
didn’t. Somehow this wasn’t about that, it was like 
an unspoken rule between them. Fucking and 
nothing more. 

Jason moved his mouth back to Ash’s lips. “l 

need you,” he hissed when they broke apart enough 
for him to get a word in. 

“Fuck me,” Ash replied. He kissed Jason one 


last time before turning around bracing himself 


against the wall of the shower. 

Jason used the shower gel as lube making 

sure his cock would be slick enough before he 
started to push into Ash. He moaned low, with a 
soft hitch in his voice. Jason waited, barely 
connected with Ash but needing everything from 
him. 

Ash moved his hips backwards, wiggling 

them enough to tell Jason to keep moving. He did, 
and they both let out heady moans when he slid 
into place. 

Together they found a fast-paced rhythm that 
drove them both to orgasm in a surprisingly short 
amount of time. Ash collapsed against the wall, 
and Jason fell into him. They both struggled to gain 
their breath. When they did, Jason pulled out and 
Ash sighed at the loss. 

He turned to face Jason, taking Jason’s face in 

his hands. He pulled him in close, kissing him. 


“Thank you,” Ash said. 


“Thank you,” Jason repeated. They both knew 
somehow that this was it. That they would go back 
to their own lives and their own partners. What 
had happened over the last ten months, and more 
so over the last six weeks, had bonded them 
together in ways only they could understand. They 
stood there with the water beating down on them in 
a hospital shower. Neither wanted to move, 
because they knew that this special bubble in time 
would be gone. 

Chapter Twenty-One 

And No More Pain 

The cell phone in the cruiser rang. Both 

David and his partner, Alley, exchanged a quick 
glance before she answered it. Their cruiser sat in 
a dirt parking lot overlooking a stretch of highway 
that was popular with speeders. 

“Alpha Bravo, this is Gupta,” she said into 

the phone. She paused then she replied. “Yes, sir. 


Right away, sir,” then hung up. 


“Who was that?” David wracked his brains to 
figure out who would be calling them that Alley 
would call sir. 

“Uhhhh. The Chief-Superintendent of the 

RCMP for New Brunswick,” she replied. 

“What?” David shouted at her. 

Alley winced. “Don’t scream. We have to 

respond code three to the office.” 

David activated the lights and screeched out 

of the parking lot heading back towards the office. 
They were almost an hour away if they followed 
the speed limit. With lights and sirens they could 
make it in twenty-five. 

“What the hell did he say?” David asked as 

he dodged around traffic, his foot pressing to the 
floor of the cruiser. 

“He just introduced himself, asked if you 

were in the cruiser with me. | said yes. He told me 
we needed to respond code three to our 


detachment then he hung up.” 


“Fuck,” David swore. He had no idea what 

was going on, but he knew it wasn’t good. “Check 
with dispatch. Make sure there hasn’t been any 
problem reported at the Detachment,” he barked at 
Alley as he weaved around a blind curve and 
overtook a transport that had pulled to one side. 
Alley did and they got the all clear. A knot of 

fear sank into David’s stomach. The only reason he 
could think of why the Superintendent would want 
them as fast as possible back at the office was 
Jason. Bile rose in his throat, and he fought back 
tears as he accelerated the cruiser further. 

It felt like ages but sooner rather than later he 
roared into the parking lot. He jogged into the 
department. Monica looked shocked to see him. 
“That was fast,” she said glancing between the two 
of them. “Did you run code or something?” 

“I told them to,” Chief-Superintendent Jack 

Hardy said, stepping out of Monica’s office. 


“Yes, sir,” she said. “Alley, head back out,” 


she ordered. 

David glanced at his partner before tossing 

her his keys, his hands trembling. The sick feeling 
he had got even worse by the minute. Alley shot 
him an encouraging look. 

“Why don’t we step inside Monica’s office?” 
Chief-Superintendent Hardy said. He went back 
inside and sat at Monica’s desk. David and 
Monica followed and settled in the chairs opposite 
the desk. 

David couldn’t speak. He couldn’t think. He 

knew what they were going to tell him, and all he 
wanted to do was go home and sleep and never 
wake up to face this nightmare. 

“David,” Hardy’s voice sounded calm, 

soothing. “I’m here to tell you that today at 
approximately four a.m. local time an American 
military team hit a set of caves believed to hold a 
group of insurgents.” 


David listened, nodding, too afraid to 


interrupt. 

“Instead they found a group of Afghani 

civilians living in an intricate cave network. They 
had received a very brief phone call from a 

satellite 

phone 

traced 

to 

that 

location 

approximately two days before. The phone was 
part of the convoy hit by the IED. It was not 
recovered so they had reason to believe that an 
extraction code was given indicating that there was 
a survivor living in the cave system being held 
hostage by insurgents. When they entered the cave, 
in addition to finding civilians living there, the 
Americans found the Afghans had offered their 
protection to Jason as well as Ashley Cooper and 


Karen Mullen.” 


His brain wasn’t processing the information 
Hardy had just told him. “They found Jason?” 
“David, they found Jason, and he’s alive,” 

Hardy confirmed. 

David looked over to be met by Monica’s 

smile. Tears glistened behind her eyes. He knew it 
was true, Jason was alive. “Are you sure? Where 
is he? How is he? Can | talk to him? Is he coming 
home? When can | see him?” David asked in a 
rush. 

“We're sure. He’s on his way to a medical 
hospital on an American base in Germany. He’s in 
good condition. You can’t talk to him at the 
moment, but the Military is paying to send one 
family member over to Germany.” Monica 
answered as many questions as she could. 
“Germany?” David asked. 

Monica nodded. “You're released from work 

if you want to go. If not we could arrange for his 


mother or brother to go if you prefer.” 


“When can | leave?” David asked. 

“We have you on a nine-thirty flight to 

Montreal, from there you fly to Toronto. From 
Toronto to Frankfurt, then to the military base,” 
Hardy replied. 

David glanced at his watch. Almost eight- 

thirty. “l-I have to call Carole, Jason’s mom, 
Steve.” 

“| already took care of everything,” Monica 
replied. “Just go home and pack for a couple of 
days. We’ll make all of the other arrangements.” 
“Are you sure? | can’t just leave.” David’s 

brain went in a million directions all at once. 
Monica reached over and grabbed David's 

hand, grounding him. “Listen. Jason has been found 
alive. That doesn’t happen every day. I’m ordering 
you to drop everything and go to your husband. 
We'll take care of the rest alright?” 

The tears David had been holding back 


started to roll down his cheeks. “Thank you.” 


“Now go home and pack. You have a plane to 
catch,” Monica said shooing him out of the door of 
her office. 
“Yes, ma’am,” David shot back as he rushed 
out. 

AK 
Lorna McCarthy had the phone pressed 
between her ear and her shoulder—holding for a 
doctor—when she heard boots marching down the 
hallway of her unit. She looked up to find two 
officers in red serge and the hospital chaplain 
marching towards the nurses’ desk. 
She knew why they were there. Her heart 
sank. She hung up the phone. Someone else could 
call the doctor with the results. 
“We're looking for Lorna McCarthy,” the 
first officer said to the ward clerk. 
She turned around and looked at Lorna, 
sympathy jumping into her eyes. “Lorna,” she 


whispered. She knew what the presence of the 


officers meant. 

“That’s me,” Lorna said, approaching the 

desk. 

“Ma’am. I’m Sergeant Heatherton. Is there a 
place we can talk?” the taller of the two officers 
asked. 

“The family room is free, Lorna,” the ward 

clerk prompted. 

“Thank you. Why don’t we go down to the 
family room?” Lorna walked down to the end of 
the unit, the officers trailing behind her. Their 
boots seemed to echo off the walls as she waited 
to find out the fate of her younger son. 

She took one chair. The chaplain took the 

other. The two officers sat on the sofa. 

“Ma’am,” Heatherton began once they were 

all settled. “I’m here to inform you that your son, 
Jason—” 

Lorna let out a low sob, tears pouring down 


her face. 


“has been found alive.” 


“Oh God,” Lorna cried out. “Oh God, Jason 


” 


“Ma’am. Lorna,” Heatherton said loudly. “| 

don’t think you heard me. Jason is alive.” 
“Alive?” Lorna couldn’t understand the 

words. “He’s alive?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” The second officer spoke up. 
“He’s on his way to a hospital in Germany as we 
speak.” 

Tears poured down Lorna’s face. She 

couldn’t believe it. She knew the chance of Jason 
being alive had been slim to none. “Is he okay?” 
“Yes, 

ma'am,” 

Heatherton 

replied. 

“According to the military he’s in good condition. 
The hospital is a precaution before he returns 


home.” 


“When can I talk to him?” Lorna asked. 
“We'll arrange for him to call you as soon as 
possible,” Heatherton said. “The military is 
sending one family member over to Germany to 
see Jason.” 
“Is David going?” Lorna asked. As much as 
she wanted to see her son and hug him and never 
let him go, then smack him upside the head for 
scaring her like that, she knew his husband needed 
to go more than she did. 
“Yes, he is,” Heatherton confirmed. 
Lorna nodded. “Good. He needs his partner.” 
Tears slipped down her cheeks, fighting back a 
wave of emotion. Her baby boy was safe. That’s 
all that mattered. 

KKK K 
Matthew yawned as he maneuvered his car 
though the streets of his subdivision. He drove 
home from work while everyone else had already 


left for their day jobs. He hated working night 


shifts, but lately they were the only way he could 
sleep. Come home exhausted and just pass out. 
His house seemed so lonely without Ash. 

He rounded the corner to the house, oblivious 

to the extra cars parked along the street. He pulled 
into the garage and shut the door behind him. 
Matthew grabbed his bag and climbed out of the 
car. He could hear Horton’s howls through the 
closed door to the house. Once inside, the basset 
hound demanded a belly rub and an immediate pee. 
Matthew had just slid the door to the back yard 
closed when the doorbell rang. He glanced at the 
clock. Just after eight. Probably someone selling 
something. He wasn’t going to answer. 

The doorbell rang a second time as he let 

Horton in. The dog howled, running to the door. 
Matthew sighed. Fine, he would see what the hell 
they wanted. 

He felt sick to his stomach as he recognized 


the uniforms through the wavy glass of the front 


door. “Horton, shh,” he scolded before opening the 
door. 

“Matthew Ryman?” the man with captain’s 

bars asked. 

Matthew couldn’t speak, he could only nod. 

“I’m Captain Frank Potter, this is Major 

Pierce. We called on you a while back as you may 
remember. May we come in?” 

He took a step back into the hallway, only to 
have his legs collapse out from under him. He sat 
in the foyer of his townhouse sobbing as Horton 
tried to lick the tears away. Eventually a strong 
pairs of arms lifted him and moved him into the 
living room. 

He couldn’t hear what they were saying. He 
couldn’t make sense of their words. He didn’t 
recognize the men. His body felt shaky and cold. 
His heart hurt so bad, and he wanted this to be 
over so he could shut himself away forever. 


A warm blanket was wrapped around his 


shoulders and a steaming cup of coffee shoved into 
his hands. He felt better, he felt worse. He wanted 
to ask them if they were sure it was Ash. It had to 
be some mistake. It hurt so bad to think of Ash as 
dead. Some small part of him didn’t agree. He 
didn’t feel like Ash was dead. It felt as though he 
was still there. The hope he had been holding onto 
for the last six weeks slipped away. 

It wasn’t until Brooke was there that it felt 

real. It was all so real. She was carrying his 
daughter, his little girl who would never meet her 
father. He felt sick to his stomach. 

Brooke’s voice was there. She was talking to 

him, holding him as he cried. She kept shaking him, 
over and over again. After an endless time the 
words she was saying seemed to sink in through 
the fog that had surrounded him. “Ash is alive.” 
“Ash?” Matthew could hear the words, but 

they weren’t making sense. Brooke shoved a 


change of clothes into his hands. He found himself 


changed and sitting in the back of a police cruiser 
rushing to the airport to make a flight. It all seemed 
to be whirling in his head. 

Ash was alive. He was alive and these people 
were taking him to see Ash. 

Matthew closed his eyes as the police cruiser 

sped through the streets. Ash was alive. He was 
going to see Ash. For the first time since Ash went 
missing the world seemed right again. 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

There was no more Loneliness 

Jason looked at himself in the mirror, shaved 

and clean for the first time in weeks. It all seemed 
Surreal. Jason finished in the bathroom first. He 
dressed in the hospital gown and hospital PJ pants 
that were four inches too short for him. At least 
they were clean. He padded back into the main 
hospital room. Someone had stopped in and 
cleaned and tidied. Jason went back to his bed and 


settled in. He felt exhausted, but he knew he still 


needed to talk to David. He again followed the 
instructions on the paper. His cell phone went right 
to voice mail, and the house phone rang several 
times before the machine picked up. 

He debated calling the office but in the end 
decided against it. He didn’t want to talk to anyone 
right now except his mom. He dialed the cell 
phone number Steve gave him. 

It rang twice before his mom answered. 

“Hello, oh damn no, hello, hello?” she said into 

the phone. “Dammit, hello, is any one there?” 
Jason grinned. His mom could never answer a 

cell phone to save her life. 

“Hi, Mom,” he said biting back laughter. 

“Oh. Steve, hi, did they tell you about Jason, 
honey? | am so relieved. Where are you calling 
from? The number is all weird.” She rambled, 
sounding half-distracted. 

“It’s not Steve, Mom,” Jason replied. 


“Then who—Oh, Jason! On my God, is that 


you really, Jason?” she asked. 

“Yeah. It’s me,” he confirmed. He felt a lump 
form in his throat. He blinked back tears. 

“Oh baby, | just—” His mom also sounded 

like she fought back tears too. “I am so glad you’re 
Okay.” 

“I love you, Mom,” he managed to get out. A 

sob that caught in his throat turned into a deep 
shuddering breath. 

“I love you too, baby.” Hearing his mom cry 

made tears stream down his face. “I love you so 
much.” 

Jason couldn’t hold back his sobs anymore. 

Ash emerged from the bathroom, and Jason 
struggled to regain his composure. 

“Where are you?” his Mom asked. 

“Hospital in Germany,” Jason managed to 

reply. “Don’t worry, they’re taking good care of us 
here.” 


“Good. I’m so glad,” she replied. 


Kerri came in and started fussing with the IV 

pole and giving Jason a pointed look. “Mom, | 
need to go. The nurse needs to hook my IV back 
up, Okay? l'Il call you again soon.” 

“I love you. Be good for the nurses,” she said. 

“I will, Mom, love you—bye.” Jason hung up 

the phone and the nurse clicked her teeth at him. 
“You didn’t have to hang up on account of 

me, darlin’,” she said taking the IV and hooking it 
back up again. 

“It’s okay, | just—” Jason shook his head and 

she patted his arm. 

“|I understand. You’ve been through a lot. You 
take your time. Your family will be waitin’ when 
you're ready.” 

“Thank you,” Jason said. 

She smiled then went over to Ash. “The 

doctors want to have a look at that shoulder,” she 
said, hooking him up to the IV. “I’m goin’ to have 


to bring you down to the treatment room.” 


“Do | have to?” Ash asked. Jason could hear 

the hesitancy in his voice. 

“Sorry, sugar, but yes, you do. They want to 

have a look at it before you get an MRI,” the nurse 
explained. She fiddled with Ash’s IV. “I'll be back 
in ten minutes. You can use that phone there to call 
home.” 

Ash nodded and she disappeared from the 

room. He picked up the phone and stared at it. 
“What’s the time difference?” he asked Jason. 

“| have no idea,” he admitted. “It’s morning 

in Canada.” 

Ash nodded and picked up the phone. He 

dialed a number, waited and then hung up. He 
repeated the process three times before someone 
answered. 

“Brooke? It’s Ash.” 

Jason tried not to listen in, but it was hard not 

to hear Ash’s soft voice, saying how much he 


loved her. The nurse came back after ten minutes, 


but Ash was talking still. She waited another five 
before she had to interrupt him. 

Ash hung up. “Sorry,” he apologized. He 

wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. 

“It’s okay, sweetie. You can call again, | 
promise,” she said. 

“Thank 

you.” Ash 

climbed 

into 

the 

wheelchair she had brought, but not before he 
made a face about it. He looked at Jason. “Did 
they tell you that they’re sending a family member 
here?” Ash asked him. 

“No,” Jason replied. 

“Matthew is on his way.” Ash smiled. “I’m 

sure David is coming.” 

Jason nodded. “I’m sure he is.” The nurse 


wheeled Ash out of the room, and Jason picked up 


the phone one last time. He dialed David's cell 
phone, then the home phone. Still no answer. 
Finally he tried Alley’s cell phone. 

“Gupta,” she barked into the phone. 

“I need to talk to Richard,” he replied, trying 

to disguise his voice. He didn’t want Alley to give 
it away. 

“Who is this?” she asked. 

Dammit, that girl was too smart for her own 
good. “It’s Jason.” 

“Holy shit, oh fuck. Hang on.” He heard some 
shuffling on the other end of the line. 
“Sorry...Jason, as in David’s Jason? Shit, that’s 
why they called him into the office.” 

“He’s not there?” he asked feeling deflated 

“No, sweetie. I’m sorry. They called him into 

the office. Then | got over the MDT that he was off 
for the foreseeable future.” Jason heard Alley’s 
radio in the background and she responded. “I’m 


sorry, | gotta go, try his cell phone.” 


“Thanks, Alley.” Jason hung up. God, he 
wanted nothing more than to talk to David. He 
tried his cell phone one last time. 

Instead of going to voice mail it rang twice 
before David’s deep voice said, “Richard.” 
Jason’s voice got stuck in his throat. He 
couldn’t say anything he wanted to. 

“Hello?” David said again. “Hello. Jesus, | 

do not have time for this bullshit.” 

“David,” he managed to whisper. 

“Who the fuck is this?” David asked. He 
sounded annoyed. 

“It’s me,” Jason replied. 

“Me. Who the fuck is me?” David paused and 
then his tone changed completely. “Oh my God, 
Jason. Holy fuck. Jason?” 

He could hear the tears behind David’s 

words. 

“Jason, is that really you?” 


“Yeah, Davie, it’s me.” Jason knew he spoke 


so softly David probably couldn’t hear him. He 
repeated himself, this time with a stronger voice 
“Are you Okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m at a hospital in Germany.” 

“I know. They said you were on your way. 

Fuck, | wasn’t sure if | could believe it or not,” 
David said. His voice thick with emotion and 
Jason fought back tears. 

“I’m here, I’m okay, where are you?” he 

asked. 

“At the airport. We’re about to board,” David 
replied. “They’re flying me there.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, | think I’m getting in at like midnight 
your time or some crazy shit like that. l'Il head 
straight to the hospital,” he promised. 

“Okay,” Jason replied. “I love you.” 

“I love you too, Jason, so much.” He paused. 
“They're boarding the flight. I’m going to go. Call 


me again in like an hour and a half. | have some 


time before my flight to Frankfurt.” 

“I will. l'II see you soon,” Jason said. 

“lII see you very soon. Love you, bye.” 

David hung up the phone, and Jason once again 
cried. Fuck, he had been doing so much crying. 

He had a miserable headache, and he needed 

to go to the bathroom again. He struggled to get out 
of bed with the IV pole, and another nurse 
appeared. She helped untangle the lines and helped 
him to the bathroom. When he returned, the 
southern nurse, Kerri, helped him. 

“How are you doin’, sweetie?” she asked as 

she settled him back in. 

“Fine. | have a bit of a headache,” he 

downplayed. 

“I'll see if | can get you some Tylenol,” she 

soothed. “You’ve had a big day. You should try 

and get some rest.” 

“Maybe,” 


Jason 


replied. 

The 

nurse 

disappeared and came back a few minutes later. 
She gave him some Tylenol, and he gratefully 
drank all the water she offered. He decided to take 
her up on her suggestion to try and get some sleep. 
He woke up when they brought Ash back to 

their room. He tried David again, but he realized 

he missed the window to call. He was hopefully 

on his way to Frankfurt. They spent the evening 
nibbling on the unappetizing food that the hospital 
provided, and they watched the BBC news 

catching up on everything that had happened in the 
last ten months they’d been away. Eventually the 
nurses came in and told them to get some sleep. 
Both Jason and Ash settled down to rest and hope 
that their partners would be there soon. 


KKK K 


A movement in his room woke Ash up from 


his fitful sleep. A dark figure moved towards him. 
He reached for his gun only to curse when 
realizing he didn’t have it. The nurses had taken 
their guns from them. The panic exploded in Ash’s 
chest. He looked over at Jason’s sleeping form and 
desperately tried to figure out his next move. 

He started to sit up when he smelled him. 

Before he recognized the shape or the soft voice, 
he recognized his scent. Matthew. The figure put 
down the side of the hospital bed and slid into bed 
next to him. Ash tensed and Matthew whispered in 
his ear. “Shh. Go back to sleep,” he soothed. “I’m 
here now.” 

Ash snuggled back into Matthew’s warm 

embrace, reveling in his smell, his warmth, and for 
the first time in as long as Ash could remember he 
felt safe enough to fall into a deep uninterrupted 
sleep. 


KK KK 


Jason woke up. For some reason he sensed 


Ash’s panic and discomfort. He looked over to 

Ash to see two lumps snuggled together in bed. 
Jason knew in an instant who the second lump was. 
Matthew. His heart soared. If Matthew was here, 
did that mean David was as well? 

Jason sat up and he waited. He moved over in 

bed to make room for David. He watched the clock 
on the wall. Ten minutes. Still no David. Fifteen, 
twenty. After forty-five minutes of waiting Jason 
fell back into a disturbed sleep. 

He dreamed David wasn’t really coming. 

That he would never forgive Jason because he’d 
been right all along. In his dream David was with 
someone else. Laughing, laughing so loudly. When 
Jason arrived home, kicking him out on the street. 
Jason felt warm, he felt uncomfortably warm. 
Jason tried to push the blanket off. It was too 
heavy. He tried again and instead heard a soft 
“oof”. He tried to move but the hold on him 


tightened. A very soft snore sounded in his ear. 


Then a soft voice mumbled, “sleep.” 

Jason felt all of the tension in his body float 

away. He listened to David’s soft snore, felt the 
brush of his breath on the back of his neck and 
basked in his embrace. Jason knew no matter what 
had happened before then, in that moment David 
was there and David loved him. They would be 
okay. With that thought Jason slept well. 

Chapter Twenty-three 

Love brought them together 

Ash woke up in comfort, for the first time in 

ages. No stress, no worry. As he became more 
aware he realized Matthew was still there, still in 
bed with him. It hadn’t been a dream. 

He sighed and shifted closer to his partner. 

The tiny hospital bed didn’t offer much room for 
two full-grown men, but it didn’t matter. He felt 
warm and Safe and secure. 

Other parts of his body were also responding 


to Matthew. Ash sighed. Dammit. No way they 


could have sex here. Not with Jason a few feet 
away and sharp-eared nurses who could walk into 
their room at any moment. 

Still, Matthew’s hand rested on his lower 

abdomen giving him far too many ideas. He shifted 
enough to glance at the clock. Six-thirty. Shift 
change was at seven-thirty meaning maybe they 
had enough time. 

He moved back against Matthew testing to 

see if he was awake or interested or something. 
“Down boy,” Matthew whispered into Ash’s 

ear making him jump. “Shhhhh,” Matthew soothed, 
although his hand trailed lower brushing against 
Ash's hard-on. 

Ash made a small sound in the back of his 

throat. He turned over as best he could to meet 
Matthew's lips. The kiss was slow then fast. Back 
to slow. Their bodies readjusted to one another, 
reconnecting after being apart for so long. 


Everything felt so familiar to Ash, and somehow 


different, from the way their tongues moved 
together to where Matthew slid his hands. It felt as 
though they had never been apart. “We can’t do 
this.” 

“Why not?” 

“We're in a hospital room. Someone could 

walk in at any moment,” Matthew pointed out. 
Before Ash could protest a soft voice from 

across the room said, “The door locks, you know.” 
Both Ash and Matthew turned to look at Jason 
and David. David lay on top of Jason, and clearly 
they had been doing the exact same thing they 
were. 

Jason grinned at them. “Oh, come on.” Ash 

saw his hand slide down David's back trailing 

low enough to squeeze his ass. “If you want this 
half as much as | do, you'll take the risk.” 
Matthew looked from Ash to the couple in the 
other bed, back to Ash. He sighed. “Fine. l'Il get 


the door.” He got up and padded across the room 


to the door. It stood half open, and he shut it the 
rest of the way, flicking the lock. Ash nodded as he 
pulled the flimsy curtain shielding the beds from 
view. If someone did walk in they would have a 
few moments’ notice. He stopped at his bag on the 
way back and rustled around. 

He straightened up, waggling a tube of lube. 
“Brooke!” he whispered with glee. 

At moments like this, Ash had the utmost 
appreciation for his husband’s baby sister. 
Matthew rejoined Ash on the bed, kissing his 
partner hard. The foreplay was minimal, and it 
didn’t take long to have two fingers buried deep 
inside Ash. 

Ash heard Jason asking about lube. He 

reached down and grabbed the bottle, lobbing it at 
the other couple across the room. 

“Thanks.” 

Matthew positioned himself above Ash, his 


fingers slipping from him. He tugged his cock a 


couple of times. The lube got lobbed back at them, 
smacking Matthew in the shoulder. Matthew 
grinned and flipped the cap open. He coated 
himself before tossing it back over to the other 
couple. 

He settled between Ash’s legs. Ash guided 

his partner into him inhaling hard as Matthew 
entered. 

“Are you all right?” Matthew whispered in 

his ear. “I know it’s been a long time.” 

Guilt burst into Ash’s chest. He couldn’t 

admit the reason he was sore from the fucking 
Jason had given him yesterday, not from 
Matthew’s size. 

“I’m okay,” Ash whispered back, pushing 

down the guilt. He would tell Matthew what 
happened between him and Jason, but right now 
wasn’t the time or the place. “You’re just huge.” 
Matthew grinned. He loved being called 


huge. “Let me know when you’re ready.” 


Ash nodded. He let Matthew settle deep 

inside of him relishing in the connection he felt 
with him. He could feel Matthew’s heart pounding 
through his chest and into his. He could feel his 
cock pulsing, and he could feel every inch and 
aspect of his partner. Something he never thought 
he would feel again. The tears that burned in the 
back of his eyes took him by surprise, but as 
Matthew started to move they flowed freely. 
“Shh, it’s okay,” Matthew hushed in his ear 

over and over again. “I love you. It will be okay.” 
This became the chant of their lovemaking. Ash 
clung to him, gasping into his shoulder as his 
orgasm suddenly washed over him. Matthew 
followed, and they bonded together not moving, 
not wanting to break that moment where they 
reconnected on every level. 

Ash glanced back over at David and Jason. 

They were also wrapped around each other, 


panting, facing away from them. David glanced 


over to them and smiled. 

A knock at the door was followed by a 

muffled curse as the person who was trying to 
enter discovered it locked. The muffled voice of 
the nurse called for someone to bring her a key. 
“Shit,” Matthew swore. Both couples 

struggled to make themselves presentable. A nurse 
they didn’t recognize walked in just as David hid 
the lube under the covers of Jason’s bed. 
“Everything all right here?” The nurse 

crossed her arms over her chest scowling at them. 
“Fine, thank you,” Matthew replied ina 

confident tone. “I know you broke protocol by 
letting us stay. If anyone asks, we slept in the 
lounge.” 

The nurse softened as she recognized 

Matthew as a fellow nurse. “Good. Command will 
have my head if they knew | let you stay, not to 
mention the other activities you’ve been engaging 


"m 


in. 


“| promise a nice treat as a thank you,” 
Matthew replied. He flashed her a killer smile. 
She smiled back. “Have a good day, boys. 
Try and clean up before the day staff comes on,” 
she said in reply. As soon as she left Ash started 
snickering. 
“Shh,” Matthew said swatting his arm. 
“You guys go clean up first,” Jason offered. 
Ash exchanged a look with Matthew. 
“Thanks,” he replied. Matthew pulled him out of 
bed and into the bathroom shutting the door behind 
them 

Fkk 
The hot breath on the back of his neck woke 
Jason up. It felt uncomfortable but achingly 
familiar at the same time. David. He moved away 
from him as much as he could, careful not to pull 
his IV. They had taken Ash’s out yesterday but left 
his in. David woke up and groaned. “What time is 


it?” he hissed. 


Jason glanced at the clock on the wall. He 

could easily make it out in the semi-dark of the 
hospital room. “Six-thirty local. | have no idea 
what that translates to in New Brunswick time.” 

“I think like midnight or something,” David 
yawned. “How are you doing?” 

“I’m fine.” In reality his heart pounded at 

having David so close. He had no idea why, but he 
needed David. He needed to feel him, taste him, 
have him inside just to make sure he was real. 
David shifted in bed, and Jason relished the 

feel of his grasping hand through the thin hospital 
pants. They kissed with intensity, their hips 
grinding together. Jason could hear the soft 
conversation of Ash and Matthew. They glanced 
over. Matthew was on top of Ash kissing him as 
well. 

“We can’t do this,” Matthew said in a low 

voice. 


“Why not?” Ash replied. 


“We're in a hospital room. Someone could 

walk in at any moment,” Matthew pointed out. 
“The door locks you know,” Jason 

interrupted. 

Matthew gave him look that said ‘are you 

shitting me?’ 

“Oh come on.” He reached down and 

squeezed David's ass through the thin sheets. “If 
you want this half as much as | do, you'll take the 
risk.” 

Matthew looked at them, then back at Ash, 

and then back across the room again. He sighed. 
“Fine. l'Il get the door.” 

Jason grinned as Matthew got up and went to 

the door, locking it. He also pulled the curtain 
halfway around Jason’s bed, hiding them in case 
someone did walk in. They would at least have a 
few moments’ notice to get presentable if caught. 
Once he walked past their bed Jason went back to 


kissing David in earnest. He realized David still 


wore a pair of track pants and a t-shirt. It must 
have been what he flew in. Jason fumbled with the 
tie, getting it loose enough to slide a hand in, 
stroking David. 

David managed to pull away the thin hospital 
fabric. He fisted Jason before his hands moved 
lower. He tickled his heavy sac before searched 
for the ultimate prize. 

“We need lube,” Jason reminded him. 

As if on cue a bottle of lube came sailing 

over from the other bed landing on his chest. 
“Thanks,” he called back. 

David coated his fingers and slipped one into 
Jason. He sighed, willing his body to relax against 
David. This was probably the longest he had gone 
without being fucked since he was a teenager. 

He glanced over at Ash and Matthew. 

Matthew was getting ready to fuck Ash so he 
tossed the lube back over to them. 


He leaned back and let David finger fuck him. 


His entire body trembled just from feeling David. 
“David,” Jason gasped. 

“Shhh,” David soothed. “I know.” 

“Please, | need you.” 

“Let me get you ready,” He pressed a kiss to 
Jason’s concave stomach. “I don’t want to hurt 
you.” 
“| don’t care.” 

“| do,” David replied. Jason shifted and 


squirmed beneath him. “Just relax.” He added a 


second finger and a third. Jason relaxed, realizing 


that even though it had been ten months since they 


had been together, he needed a good fucking. 
The lube came sailing back over to them, and 
David actually caught it this time. He coated his 
hard prick before he settled over Jason. David slid 
in deep. Jason demanded it, pulling him as far as 
he would go. David waited but Jason started 
moving right away. 


“Slow down,” David instructed. 


“| need you.” 

Jason could feel David’s body shaking. They 
needed each other, not only on a physical level but 
an emotional one. “Here, let’s switch it up,” David 
Said. 

He pulled out and then moved. He motioned 

to Jason to roll onto his side, which he did. David 
spooned up behind him and slid back inside. The 
position didn’t allow for the hard fuck Jason 
wanted. Instead it allowed them to reconnect, to 
feel each other, and to re-kindle their love. 

“I love you,” he whispered in Jason’s ear. 

Jason nodded but didn’t say it back. Instead 

he buried his head in the pillow and started to cry, 
overwhelmed by soft sobs. David’s embrace grew 
tighter and his thrusts more focused. Neither man 
lasted long. Hot streams of Jason’s cum shot over 
his hand as David followed, biting hard on Jason’s 
shoulder with a muffled grunt. 


They collapsed onto the bed together, both 


struggling to catch their breath. Jason felt David’s 
head lift and heard him chuckle in concert with the 
occupants of the other bed. Before they could do 
anything else someone knocked at the door. 
“Shit,” David cursed. He pulled out of Jason 

and did his best to look presentable hiding the lube 
in the bed sheets at the last moment before the 
nurse walked in. Jason hid his tearstained face in 
the covers. 

“Everything all right here?” She crossed her 

arms over her chest scowling at them. 

“Fine, thank you,” Matthew replied. “I know 

you broke protocol by letting us stay. If anyone 
asks, we Slept in the lounge.” 

“Good. Command will have my head if they 

knew I let you stay, not to mention the other 
activities you’ve been engaging in.” 

“| promise a nice treat as a thank you,” 

Matthew replied. He flashed her a killer smile. 


She smiled back at him. “Have a good day, 


boys. Try and clean up before the day staff comes 
on,” she said in reply. 

Ash started laughing the second she left, and 
Matthew swatted at him. “You guys go clean up 
first,” Jason mumbled from his position in the bed. 
“Thanks,” 

Ash 

replied. 

Once 

they 

disappeared into the bathroom, David turned back 
to Jason. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. He kissed the 

mark he’d left on Jason’s shoulder. 

“Yeah,” Jason replied. He turned to David, 

kissing him. 

David wiped away the tear tracks still on 

Jason's face. “I love you, Jason. | don’t know what 
you've been through. I’m not even going to pretend 


to know.” His fight to hold back his own tears was 


obvious in his gravelly tone. “I just want you to 
know, no matter what, I’m here for you. Whatever 
you need me for. | Know it’s going to be tough, but 
I’m not going anywhere.” 

Jason ignored the fresh sting behind his eyes 

and hugged David tight to him. “Thank you.” He 
whispered. 

David kissed Jason’s shaggy hair. “You're 
welcome.” 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

One would Survive and One would be 

Broken 

Two weeks in Germany had done wonders 

for Ash. He felt better nourished, rested, and most 
of all his relationship with Matthew was as strong, 
or stronger, than when he left for Afghanistan. 
Karen had left Germany two days after they had 
arrived. She had a long debriefing, not to mention 
mental and physical rehabilitation, to go through in 


the UK before they would release her into the 


world again. Both of them had given Karen their 
information. When she was ready she would be 
able to contact them. He hoped she would. 

In the meantime, they had been cleared to go 
home. It would be good to be back in Canada. He 
glanced over to where Jason stood packing his 
bag. The younger man wasn’t really responding to 
things like he should. He had not spoken to his 
family back in Canada since the first day and had 
pushed David away more often than not. Jason 
wasn’t the same man that he had met a year ago, 
and Ash feared he never would be. 

Jason had spent more time with him than with 
David the last two weeks. He knew Jason was hurt 
when he chose to be with Matthew rather than him. 
He watched as Jason packed away several 

gifts he had bought, including teddy bears for his 
nephews, a German nutcracker for his mom, and 
some chocolate for the rest of the family. Not to 


mention his share of the souvenirs they had picked 


up at the market places in Afghanistan all those 
months ago, which had shown up at the hospital 
with the rest of their gear. Finally he spoke up. 
“Jason.” 

“Yeah,” Jason replied. He looked up at Ash 

and smiled. It wasn’t Jason’s usual smile but a sad 
half-smile, only a shadow of what he usually gave. 
One that he gave so people would think he was 
okay when really he was dying inside. 

Ash knew that feeling; he wanted to help 

make it better. “Can | talk to you for a 

minute?” 

“Sure.” Jason set down his packing. 

“I’m worried about you,” Ash said once he 

had Jason’s full attention. 

“Fuck, not you too, Ash,” Jason growled. He 

went back to packing, angrily stuffed items into his 
bag. “I thought you were the only one who wasn’t 
coddling me and treating me like I’m going to 


break any second.” 


“I don’t think you’re going to break, Jason.” 

Ash raised his voice just enough to make Jason pay 
attention to him. “I think this has affected you more 
than you want to admit.” 

“I don’t know what the fuck you're talking 

about,” Jason replied. 

“Last night you started squirreling away food 

at dinner,” Ash replied. 

Jason's jaw tightened. “So?” 

“Jason.” Ash walked around the hospital beds 

that separated them. “Look, I’m not going to 
pretend what we went through was easy because it 
sure as fuck wasn’t. | just want you to look after 
yourself when you go home.” 

“I'll be fine.” Jason tried to move away but 

Ash caught his arm. 

“You won't be all right until you face 

whatever it is that you’re scared of, Jason.” 

“I’m not scared of anything.” Jason shook off 


Ash's touch and stormed into the bathroom, 


slamming the door behind him. Ash sat back down 
on his bed and sighed. 

Kerri popped her head in. “Everthin’ all 

right, darlin’?” she asked in her warm southern 
accent. 

“I don’t know,” Ash admitted. “I’m worried 

about Jason.” 

“Of course you are, sugar.” She entered the 

room and wrapped an arm around Ash’s shoulders. 
“Boy is havin’ a hard time gettin’ back to life. He 
needs some time alone to sort out all that noise 
bouncin’ ’round in his head.” 

“I’m really worried about him.” 

“You an’ that handsome man of his both are. 
Don’tcha fret too much. Jason’ll deal with this 
when he’s ready and not a moment ’fore,” Kerri 
assured him. 

“Thank you,” Ash replied. Kerri left and 

Jason came back out of the bathroom. 


“I’m sorry,” he apologized. 


“I am too,” Ash replied. “We're all worried 

about you.” 

“Į just wish everyone would give me some 
Space.” Jason started to remove and neaten the 
items he had stuffed away. 

“It will be easier when you're home. You'll 

have time to absorb everything that’s happened to 
us,” Ash said. 

Jason looked up at him, his eyes shining. He 
dropped his packing and went around and hugged 
Ash—hard. Ash hugged him back. This was 
probably going to be one of their last moments 
together alone. “Thank you,” he whispered. 
“Thank you.” 

They held onto each other for a few minutes. 
When they finally broke apart Jason went back to 
his packing. 

Matthew and David appeared a few minutes 

later. “Hey,” Ash said as Matthew walked over 


and planted a kiss on his cheek. 


“How’s the packing going?” Matthew asked. 

Ash's bag sat waiting at the bottom of his bed. 
Jason still attempted to pack things into his full 
duffle. 

“I think Jason needs an extra piece of 

luggage,” Ash commented. 

“I do not,” Jason replied. He tried to stuff 

another shirt in and failed. “Okay, maybe,” he 
conceded. 

“There’s room in my luggage. Why don’t we 

ask the staff for a carrier bag and then once we get 
to the airport we can add it to mine,” David 
suggested. 

“Fine,” Jason replied. He stomped off to go 

ask the nurses for a bag, and David sighed. 

“It will get easier,” Matthew promised him. 

“It’s hard. He bites my head off every time | 

say anything.” David picked up Jason’s shirts and 
started folding them. “I feel like | can’t do anything 
right.” 


“It will get better,” Ash insisted. “He’s just 

really fucked up right now. We both are.” 
“Thanks,” David replied. Jason came back, 

and they packed the few things left in the bags the 
nurses gave them. Then they had to wait for the 
doctor to come and give them one final look over 
before they took the car waiting downstairs and 
headed for the airport. 

The small plane brought them from the base to 
Frankfurt. They had two hours at the airport before 
they boarded the flight back to Toronto. The 
military had sprung for first class for all of them. 
They were in the little individual pods they had on 
fancy aircraft for long flights. Ash felt a ping of 
sadness; he had been looking forward to snuggling 
up with Matthew on the way home. Jason appeared 
to be grateful to see the pods and spent the entire 
flight back to Canada with his headphones on, 
ignoring the world. 


The flight that left Germany mid-afternoon 


landed in Canada later that evening. Ash had 
managed to snag a few hours of sleep. He had to 
admit the first class pods were much more 
comfortable than cattle class. He woke up tired, 
cranky, and too hot. His shoulder ached from the 
half-sitting position. They had decided to do 
surgery back in Canada, not wanting to delay his 
return home any longer. 

The worst part of their trip would be clearing 
customs and then heading to the other side of the 
airport. They’d switch airlines, and then get on 
another flight back to Edmonton. He would be 
home around midnight, but at least he would be 
home. He was so excited to see Brooke. She was 
eight months along. He had missed so much of her 
pregnancy. Thankfully he wouldn’t miss the birth 
of their baby. 

The Captain announced that they were 
descending into Toronto, and that it was a balmy 


five degrees. Not bad for November in Canada. He 


knew Edmonton already hovered in and around the 
minus five mark. Talk about a shock. The 
temperature in Afghanistan hovered around ten 
degrees on the coldest nights in the winter. 
Matthew was still asleep, so he did what any 

loving husband would do. He lobbed the slippers 
they give free in first class over the wall of his pod 
and into Matthew’s. They bounced off of his head 
and he jerked awake. Ash retired behind the wall 
of his pod laughing. 

It didn’t take long for Matthew to return the 

volley of slippers, and it lasted several minutes 
adding in items such as pillows and socks. Jason 
and David even got in on the action. 

The flight attendant made the unfortunate 

move of walking down the aisle at the exact 
moment the three of them chose to pick on Jason, 
all lobbing items at the same time towards his pod. 
A pillow, two pairs of socks, and a wayward 


Slipper hit her in the head, shoulders, and stomach 


respectively. 

“Really, gentlemen,” she scolded. “I would 

expect this from a group of teenagers, not four 
grown men.” 

“Sorry, ma’am,” Ash replied, just managing 

to keep a straight face. The second she turned 
away a Slipper came sailing back into Ash’s pod 
from in front of him. 

Ash cringed. He didn’t realize their little 

game had disturbed other passengers. The person 
in front of him popped his head up; an older guy, 
maybe in his fifties with a military haircut and a 
greying moustache. Ash had seen him in the first 
class lounge at the airport. A really big guy, 
footballer type. He had to have a good five inches 
on Ash, not to mention a hundred plus pounds. Ash 
pegged him as someone not to mess with. 

His eyes crinkled and he broke out into a 

wide grin. “Ten bucks if you can hit the flight 


attendant’s jumpseat,” the newcomer challenged. 


“First one to hit it,” Ash replied. 

“l'm in,” Matthew said as he reached down to 
scoop up his projectile of choice. 

“Me too,” David replied. Jason looked at the 

four other men and shook his head. “Come on, 
Jase, bet you can’t even get halfway there,” David 
teased. 

“I bet l'Il be first,” Jason taunted back. Ash 

smiled. That was the Jason he knew. 

The guy in front of him counted it off. “One, 

two, three.” He threw the pair of slippers on two. 
“Hey! Cheat,” Matthew called aiming the 

pillow he held. He missed, as did the pair of socks 
he threw, and the slippers Jason tossed. The socks 
David pitched actually managed to hit the flight 
attendant in the back of the head. All five men hid 
in their pods, attempted to stifle their laughter as 
she came stalking back down the aisle. 
“Gentlemen,” she said, her voice crusted with 


anger. “Please sit up and stow your trays and 


ensure that your TV’s are locked. We will be 
arriving at Pearson soon.” 

She pivoted and walked away, and Matthew, 

of all people, burst into a fit of giggles. Stopping, 
she turned around and came back down the aisle. 
“May | suggest that this is the last of your little 
game? Otherwise | will be forced to get the Air 
Marshal involved.” 

The man with the moustache piped up. “Come 

on now, Katie, leave the boys alone. They’re just 
back from Afghanistan. Let them blow off a little 
steam.” 

Katie, the flight attendant—amazing she could 

be their flight attendant for the entire flight and he 
didn’t know her name—turned to look at the man 
with the moustache. “I should have known you 
would be the one encouraging them, Rich,” she 
said putting her hands on her hips. “Buckle up and 
stow your tray, and heaven help every single one 


of you if there is one more thing thrown around this 


plane.” She stalked back up the aisle picking up 
socks, slippers, and pillows as she went. Once she 
got to her seat Rich broke into laughter. 

“Thanks, guys, this is the best time I’ve had 

on a flight in years.” Rich settled back down into 
his pod, and Katie buckled herself in for landing. 
Once the plane landed they gathered their 

things up and left their seats. As they were 
disembarking, Katie and two other flight attendants 
lobbed a flurry of balled up socks at them. 
“Thanks,” Ash replied as he caught a pair. “l 

was meaning to keep those.” 

The entire group dissolved into laughter as 

they made their way off the plane and down to the 
customs area. Ash and Matthew went through 
customs together as they had the same address. As 
soon as the customs guard asked Ash where he had 
been overseas, and he responded with Afghanistan, 
they were quickly rubber stamped through, as were 


Jason and David. 


They met up again as they were waiting for 

their luggage to appear. “I thought that flight 
attendant was going to blow a gasket,” David said 
once they joined them. 

“I thought so too.” Matthew slugged Ash’s 

arm. “You started it.” 

“Hey, that Rich guy started the contest,” Ash 
defended. 

Matthew slung an arm over his shoulder. 

“Sure, sure he did,” he teased. Ash stuck his 
tongue out at him. “So why did the flight attendant 
go from all, ‘watch out for the scary Air Marshal’, 
to ‘teacher says don’t do that again’?” 

David and Ash both laughed. “Dude.” Ash 

shook his head. “The Rich guy was the Air 
Marshal.” 

“Was not,” Matthew denied. 

“Oh, he so was. You can spot them a mile 

away,” David replied. He elbowed Jason who 


nodded. 


“How can you tell?” 

“Matt, we’re cops, right,” Ash pointed out. 

“We can spot another cop a mile away.” 

“He didn’t look like a cop to me,” Matthew 

replied. 

Ash rolled his eyes at him. “He knew we 

were coming back from Afghanistan, and he was 
packing heat.” 

“Does anyone besides cheesy TV show cops 

say that?” Jason asked Ash. 

“I do. Sounds hot,” Ash grinned. The baggage 

belt started moving, and thankfully they didn’t have 
to wait too long to collect their bags. 

They grabbed their luggage and made their 

way through the second customs’ check. Jason and 
David were staying on the same airline, but they 
had to go out and recheck into their new airline 
before rejoining them. Their gates were two away 
from each other. 


Once they made it out and through security 


again there were almost two hours until their flight 
and an hour and a half for Jason and David’s. They 
went over to one of the busy pubs near their gates 
and sat down at one of the high tables near the bar. 
The waitress came over and they all ordered the 
ridiculously named, highly seasoned pub grub Ash 
and Jason had longed for while deployed. Ash had 
no idea what time his body thought it was, but 
whatever they had on the plane wasn’t enough to 
sustain him until they made it back to Edmonton. 
“So do you have any homecoming plans?” 

Jason asked once they were all settled with drinks, 
waiting for the food to arrive. 

“Not really, since we’re getting in around 
midnight. | think some of Matthew’s family is 
meeting us at the airport, and then we're going 
home and I’m sleeping in my own bed,” Ash 
stretched in anticipation. “You?” 

Jason glanced at David who spoke. “It will 


be like nine by the time we land. The kids will be 


there, Jason’s mom, your brother and his family.” 
“Isn't Carole going to be there?” Jason asked. 
“Yeah, she’s going to take the kids to their 

own hotel room so you can get some uninterrupted 
sleep before we head home tomorrow. We're 

flying into Halifax, staying the night then driving up 
to Bathurst tomorrow,” David explained. 

“I thought you could fly directly into 

Bathurst,” Ash said. 

“You can, but the way the flights worked out 

we would have had to stay the night in Toronto, 
Montreal, or Halifax. We chose Halifax so we 

would be near our family.” 

“Makes sense,” Matthew replied. 

The food arrived and they inhaled it before 

paying and leaving. They were going to call 
boarding for Jason and David's flight any minute. 
Jason caught Ash’s arm and pulled him away 

from their partners. “Here we go,” he said once 


they were out of earshot. 


“You'll be fine, Jason,” Ash replied. He 

reached out and pulled the younger man into a tight 
hug. 

“I don’t know if | can do this, Ash,” Jason 

admitted in a whisper. 

“You can,” Ash affirmed. “You can and you 

will because you have to. It’s not going to be easy 
for me or for you, but we'll do it.” 

“I wish | could believe that. | feel like my 

entire world has been turned upside down, and | 
don’t know how to fix it.” Jason blinked and 
swallowed hard. 

“Don’t fight it Jason, don’t fix it, just go with 

it. You’ve got an amazing man and some great kids 
who love you. Your family will get you through 
this.” Ash spoke from the heart. 

“Are you going to tell Matthew about—” 

Jason stopped speaking. 

“When the time is right,” Ash replied. 


“We've got a lot of re-connecting to do before 


then. | haven’t really seen my husband in ten plus 
months. You start with a bare, stripped 
relationship, and you have to build what you had 
again, from the ground up. It’s not easy, Jason. 
Maybe | make it look easy because Matthew and | 
have been apart before. It’s not, though. Every day 
| question if I’m doing the right thing. Every day | 
wonder. But I’m going to get through this, Matthew 
and | will get through this. You and David will as 
well.” 

“Thank you,” Jason replied. “For everything. 

| don’t know what | would have done without 

you.” 

They called Jason’s flight for boarding. Jason 
glanced back where David and Matthew were 
standing. “You won’t have to find out.” Ash 
hugged him again. “E-mail me when you get in.” 
“I will,” Jason promised. 


They broke apart and went back to their 


husbands. Jason and David headed for the gate, 


and as they were shuffling down the line, Jason 
glanced back over his shoulder and gave a small 
wave. Ash waved back as Matthew hugged him 
close to him. Jason disappeared from sight, and he 
was struck with the utter feeling that they both had 
a very long way to go before either of them would 
truly be okay. 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

But in the End 

Jason turned and waved before heading 

through the tunnel to the plane. David waited a few 
paces ahead of him, dragging their carry-on 
luggage. David smiled and reached out, their hands 
bumping against each other, their own little way of 
holding hands in public. They used to do it all of 
the time when they were on duty with each other. 
Jason’s heart ached because he felt like he 

would never feel that way about David again. 
Despite their desperate lovemaking when David 


first got to Germany, they had barely kissed since. 


They settled into first-class seats at the front 

of the plane and watched as the majority of people 
streamed past them. The extra room between the 
seats and the people on the plane gave him the 
Space he needed to be able to face his family and 
the kids. Driving back to Bathurst tomorrow was 
going to be a nightmare. Three kids, David’s ex- 
wife, and them all piled into his SUV. Christ. 

Thank God for the extra row of seating so that 
there could be a separation between them and the 
kids. 

God, what was he thinking? He never used to 
think that way. His brain felt so screwed up. David 
reached over and squeezed his hand before 
dropping it to his lap. David was still very 
conscious about what people thought about seeing 
them together. It always hurt whenever David 
wouldn’t hold his hand, or even do something as 
innocuous as wrap his arm around his shoulder. 


While they were waiting for baggage and Matthew 


casually had his arm over Ash, he wanted to look 
at David and scream for him to do that. He didn’t 
though. He stayed quiet like he was supposed to. 
He knew getting involved with David would 

mean certain sacrifices. He just didn’t realize how 
many there were going to be. Jason shook his head. 
He hated feeling this way, feeling like things were 
all doom and gloom. He knew they weren't, that 
there were so many good times. For some reason 
his brain wouldn’t allow him remember those 

good times. When he was in Afghanistan, the 
happy memories were what sustained him. Now he 
felt like he had to claw at his brain to be able to 
even extract the most distant memories. 

The flight attendants did their speech about 
seatbelts, safety exits, and cushions to use for 
flotation devices. Jason ignored them. He could 
probably recite the speech in his sleep. Sooner 
rather than later they were taxiing out of the 


runway and airborne. They were on one of the 


small aircrafts so they didn’t even have TVs. 
Nothing to distract his scattered mind from what 
was happening next. 

“Everyone is really excited to see you,” 

David said once they were settled into the flight. 
“I’m sure they are.” 

“Jason.” David reached over and rested his 

hand on his knee. Jason felt a jolt of awareness 
shoot through his body. “I Know that this is tough 
for you. Just try. Your family is going to 

understand you’re not up to partying all night. They 
just want to see you.” 

“I know,” Jason replied. “There’s going to be 
media there, right?” 

“We asked for privacy, but yes, there will 

probably be at least a camera or two,” David 
concurred. “Your disappearance was huge. The 
fact that they found you and Ash alive—” David 
shook his head. “The media has been chomping at 


the bit since it was announced. Steve handled all 


of the media attention. Thank God. | don’t think | 
could have.” 

Jason opened his mouth to speak but then 
paused. He wanted to say how he knew this must 
have been tough on David. How all of this must 
have been so hard for him. He didn’t say that. 
Instead he said, “I don’t want to talk to them.” 
“We'll do our best to keep any cameras 

away,” David promised. 

“Do you think | should wear my dress 

uniform?” 

“It’s up to you,” David replied. “It would 

look nice for the media, but that’s the only reason 
to wear it. The kids won’t care what you wear, 
neither will your family.” 

Jason nodded. “It’s in my carry-on. Might as 

well wear it.” 

“Sure,” David replied. “You can stop and 

change before we leave the secure area.” 


Jason nodded. “Are you going to wear 


yours?” 

“| didn’t bring it.” 

“Why not?” 

“I literally had forty minutes to pack and 

make it to the airport. Bringing my dress uniform 
was not the most important thing on my mind, 
Jase,” David pointed out. His hand still sat on 
Jason’s knee and he dragged his fingers over it. 
“What was?” 

“You.” 

Jason covered David's hand with his and 
squeezed. David turned his hand so that they were 
clasped. David’s wedding band was shiny against 
his still tanned skin. Jason played with the ring, 
spinning it on his partner’s hand. 

“Everything okay?” David asked. 

“You know | love you, right,” Jason said by 

way of reply. 

“I love you too,” David said. 


“Į just want you to remember that. Whatever 


is going on, with me, with being home, | just want 
you to remember that,” Jason said. He could feel 
the tears get caught in his throat. 

“I'll never forget.” David pulled Jason’s hand 

up and kissed the back of it and winked. He felt 
better with that. 

The flight attendant came by and passed out 
drinks. He had a glass of wine. It helped to calm 
his nerves. David smiled and didn’t say anything 
about him choosing alcohol. Good. He didn’t need 
a lecture. 

The rest of the time sped by and soon they 

were descending into Halifax. Jason glanced out 
the window. The black landscape was lit with the 
occasional light, or a highway with toy cars that 
moved, their lights sweeping over the dark 
illuminate the landscape. Jason smiled. It felt 
really good to be home. 

They quickly exited the plane in to an almost 


deserted airport. The bathroom he picked to 


change in was mercifully empty. Jason pushed the 
door to the wheelchair accessible stall open then 
nodded for David to follow. 

Jason got his uniform out of his carryon and 

hung it up on the hook. He stripped off his 
travelling clothes and pulled on the white 
undershirt and the riding breeches that seemed to 
be a size too large for him. The belt and braces 
fixed that. The boots went on next and David 
helped him into the red tunic. He attacked the red 
fabric with a brush, removing any fuzzies that 
dared to stick and brushing out any wrinkles that 
remained. 

His belt, hat, and gloves completed the 

uniform. David packed up Jason’s bag as he 
stepped out to check himself out in the mirror. He 
looked as he always did in his dress uniform. 
Stately, professional, a well recognized symbol. 
Knowing that hadn’t changed gave Jason the 


strength he needed to leave the bathroom. 


David followed Jason out of the stall, 

carrying his backpack and pulling their rolling 
luggage 

“You look perfect,” David assured him. 

“Are you sure?” Jason asked. He looked at 

himself. He looked like he always did in his 
uniform, but damned if something didn’t feel 
different. 

“Yes, come on. You’ve kept everyone 

waiting long enough,” David replied. 

Jason’s boots seemed to echo on the tile of 

the empty airport. The few people who were there 
stopped and shot curious glances towards Jason. 
David trailed a bit behind. They reached the 
escalators that would bring them downstairs to the 
baggage claim. 

Jason went first, and David went down 

several stairs behind him. Jason tried to suppress 
the butterflies in his stomach. Would the kids even 


recognize him? Would they be happy to see him? 


What about his mom and Steve? 

Jason reached the bottom of the escalator and 
took the few steps towards the frosted glass of the 
automatic sliding doors. The security guard, posted 
at 

the 

exit, 

nodded 

towards 

him 

in 

acknowledgement. 

Jason took a deep breath and stepped through 

the doors. 

“DADDY!” A loud squeal sounded from the 

crowd as Jason stepped out. A blur wearing pink 
ran towards him, and he reached down and 
scooped up Mandy as she jumped into his arms. 
“You're home, you’re home,” she declared 


hugging him in a death grip. Kevin wasn’t a second 


behind her attaching himself to his legs. He bent 
down and picked him up as well. God, he was a 
lot heavier than Jason remembered. 

“Hi,” Kevin chirped at him. He stuck his 

thumb in his mouth leaning his head on Jason’s 
shoulder. 

He saw Ryan approach him shyly. “Hi, 

buddy,” he said. He set Mandy on the floor and 
pulled Ryan into a tight hug, which he returned. 
“Missed you.” 

“Missed you too, Uncle Jason,” he replied. 

Jason stood up, still holding Kevin in his 

arms as his family surrounded him. He gave hugs 
to his mom and his brother and Nancy. He kissed 
the twins. They had that sour sweet baby smell. /t 
was hard to believe they were already six months 
old. 

Once everyone settled down, a camera and a 
reporter caught their attention off to one side. 


“The media wants to know if you’ll give them 


a statement,” Steve said nodding towards the 
camera. 

Jason sighed. “Two minutes.” 

They came over. “Thanks for taking a few 
minutes to talk to us,” the newswoman said as the 
Cameraman focused on him. 

Jason nodded. “No problem.” He shifted 

Kevin in his arms, who clung tighter to him. 

The cameraman turned the light on. “Are you 
excited to be home?” the reporter began. 

“I’m very excited to be home,” Jason replied. 
“It’s been a long journey to get here, and I’m 
grateful that | am.” 

“Did you ever think that you weren’t going to 
make it?” 

God, what a stupid question. Jason hugged 

Kevin just a bit closer to him. “We never gave up 
hope that we would get home.” 

“Do you have any plans now that you’re 


home? Any plans for Christmas?” 


“Just going to enjoy being home and enjoy 
spending time with the kids.” 

“Once last question. Are you excited to have 
your Daddy home?” she asked Kevin. 

Kevin nodded and then hid his face in Jason’s 
tunic. Jason laughed. Kevin usually hammed it up, 
but the camera and the lights made him shy. 
“Thank you very much, Jason. We're glad to 

have you home and safe.” The camera turned off 
and the reporter disappeared. In all of the 
commotion Jason hadn’t noticed David had 
managed to get all of their baggage loaded on to a 
cart. Ryan hung off of his Dad, clearly happy to 
have him back. 

Jason carried Kevin over, holding Mandy’s 

hand as they walked. “Hey, ready to go?” he 
asked. 

David nodded. “Carole’s waiting in the 

SUV.” 


“We're going to head over to Mom’s place 


for a little while if that is okay,” Steve added in. 
“We need to get these monkeys into bed.” He 
nodded towards the twins who were half asleep in 
their stroller. 

“Sure,” Jason replied. “I want to see 

everyone.” 

They made their way outside only to find 

several police cars there waiting for them. They 
saluted him, and he shifted Kevin into his other 
arm and saluted back. They loaded everything into 
the SUV, and they received a police escort out of 
the airport and back onto the highway towards 
Halifax. 

Jason relaxed in the passenger seat as David 
drove. Kevin had already fallen asleep in his car 
seat, but Mandy and Ryan chatted loudly over one 
another. He glanced over to David who drove. 
“Thanks,” he said 

“For what?” David asked. 


“For everything.” Jason reached over and 


grasped David's knee. David squeezed his hand 
back. He felt content in that moment, in love and at 
peace. He just didn’t realize that it would be the 
last time he would feel like that for a very long 
time. 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

It Would All be Okay 

Ash sighed as he let them into their 

townhouse. Horton howled and came running as he 
always did. He swore for the first two weeks 

home, the basset hound followed him everywhere, 
afraid that if he let Ash out of his sight he would 
disappear again. 

Matthew followed him. “Don’t be frustrated. 

False labor happens all of the time in the last two 
months,” he explained. He leant down to pet 
Horton before sending him outside for bedtime 
pees. 

“I know. It’s just frustrating and upsetting,” 


Ash replied. 


“I know,” Matthew replied. 

“| don’t like that she’s halfway across the city 
from us. What if she needed us in an emergency?” 
Ash asked. He went into the kitchen and got 
himself a glass of water. Matthew shook his head 
when he offered him one. 

“She can always call 911,” Matthew pointed 

out. 

“I know, but—” Ash paused. “Do you think 

that she would agree to stay with us? | mean she’s 
ready to pop in like three weeks. She’s done work 
now so why doesn’t she come here and stay? We 
can pamper her and she can put her feet up and 
relax.” 

Matthew walked over to him. He wrapped his 
arms around Ash’s waist, kissing the younger man 
on the cheek. “This is my sister we’re talking 
about,” he pointed out. “The chance of her putting 
her feet up and doing nothing is slim to none.” 


Ash turned his head to capture his husband’s 


lips. They kissed. Matthew’s hands wandered 
lower resting on Ash’s hips. They moved so that 
their crotches were pressed together. Ash’s cock 
already strained against his pants, and he could 
feel Matthew’s in the same state. 

Horton barked at the back door and they 

pulled away. “Damn,” Ash cursed. 

Matthew laughed as he went to let their dog in 
the house. “Get used to it. Pretty soon it will be 
our daughter vying for our attention.” Matthew 
gave the dog a treat as Ash stood there struggling 
to process what Matthew just said. 

“Our daughter?” Ash repeated at him. 

“Yeah, oh shit. I’m sorry, Ash,” Matthew 

replied. “I know you didn’t want to know.” 
“We're having a little girl?” Ash asked. 

Matthew broke out into a wide grin. “Yeah, 

we are.” 

Ash pulled Matthew towards him, kissing him 


in jubilation. “I’m so happy.” 


“lam too,” Matthew admitted. Horton tried to 
worm his way between them. “Go lie down.” 
Matthew told the basset hound. He took Ash by the 
hand and pulled him upstairs, flicking off lights as 
they went. 

Ash shut the door to the bedroom, locking 

Horton outside. Matthew kissed him once more 
before going to the bathroom. Ash stripped off and 
went to lie on the bed. Matthew joined him on the 
bed, also naked. His hands went to Ash, stroking 
his length and kissing his neck. 

“God, yes,” Ash rejoiced as Matthew teased 

the sensitive spot just underneath the head. “God, 
Jason, you feel amazing.” 

Matthew pushed Ash away from him. Ash’s 

heart pounded in his ears. What the fuck did he just 
say? His husband glared at him. All thoughts of 
their lovemaking over, Matthew took a deep 
breath. “What did you just call me?” he asked. His 


voice wavered just a tiny bit revealing how much 


Ash's word had hurt. 

“I’m sorry, | didn’t mean to, I—” Ash ran out 

of excuses. He ran out of everything. He buried his 
face in his hands and lost his battle to hold it 
together. He took deep ragged breaths and sobs 
wracked his chest. Matthew wasn’t holding him or 
even touching him; he sat on the other side of the 
bed. Having Matthew so far away drove a dagger 
through Ash’s heart. He felt utterly alone. 

Ash cried even harder when he felt the bed 

dip and Matthew move off the bed. He sobbed for 
everything that he had lost in that bloody desert 
and everything he was about to lose at home. His 
whole world had been turned upside down 
because of a war and an IED, and nothing was 
ever going to make it right again. 

The bed dipped again and this time he felt a 
gentle hand on his arm. “Ash, talk to me,” Matthew 
whispered. “Here, blow your nose.” He handed 


Ash some tissue and waited while he wiped and 


sniffled and got his crying under control. 

“I’m so sorry, Matty,” Ash said staring ata 

spot on the bed unable to look at his husband. “l 
am so sorry.” 

“I am too,” Matthew replied. “I’m sorry you 

feel like you can’t talk to me, Ash. I’m not an idiot. 
| could see something happened between you and 
him. | just wish you would fucking talk to me 
rather than shout his name out during sex.” 

“| love you,” Ash said. He waited for 

Matthew to reply back with ‘I love you too’, but it 
didn’t happen. It felt like another blow to his 
already fragile heart. “It wasn’t about love, Matt, 
or even sex.” 

“All right,” Matthew said. He still sat away 

from Ash. The distance between them wasn’t even 
a foot, but Ash felt as though half of a world still 
separated them. 

“We thought we were going to die,” Ash 


started. “The satellite phones were dead, with no 


hope of getting a message out. Sharif said the tribe 
was angry with us for removing Karen from her 
so-called bastard husband. | told you | had to 
pretend to marry Karen to keep us safe, but we had 
worn out our welcome with our hosts. Resources 
were running low in the cave and the fall harvest 
was still a few weeks off. Jason and | thought—. 

We were sure we would be killed or kicked out 

or, worse, sold to insurgents.” 

Matthew didn’t say anything. He just nodded. 

“The night before we got rescued, it was a bad 
night. Karen’s former husband was angry | 
challenged him and took Karen away. He chose a 
twelve-year-old girl as his new bride. A twelve- 
year-old.” Ash shook his head. He felt a sick 

feeling growing in his stomach. “I have no idea 
how it started. One minute we were talking, the 
next minute we were kissing. It happened really 
fast. We didn’t stop to think until afterwards.” Ash 


looked up at Matthew. 


Matthew’s jaw set, his face hard against any 
emotions. “Was that the only time?” he asked. 
Tears tracked down Ash’s face again 

knowing that this would hurt the most. “No,” he 
admitted in a whisper. 

“When?” 

“At the hospital, when we first got there.” 

“What happened?” 

“We took a shower, together. We both wanted 

to scrub the dirt and the dust from our bodies. We 
showered together so that the other one didn’t have 
to wait. In the shower we—” Ash stopped. “It was 
to confirm that we were both alive and safe, and to 
say thank you and goodbye.” 

Matthew’s jaw quivered. Ash could tell he 

fought back tears. “Who? Who fucked who?” 

A tear slid down Matthew's face, and he 

swiped it away in anger. 

“Jason, I—” Ash couldn't finish the sentence. 


He hated seeing Matthew cry. He hated what had 


happened and how he was still hurting their 
relationship. Matthew nodded in understanding 
anyway. 
“Were you safe?” Matthew asked. Ash 
couldn’t answer but shook his head. Tears 
streamed in silence down Matthew’s face. Ash 
sniffled as he continued to cry. 
Ash ached to hold him but dared not make the 
first move. The tension in the averted line of 
Matt’s profile told of the same reluctance. Unable 
to stand it anymore, Ash reached out and touched 
Matthew’s hand. 
Matt pulled Ash into his arms and held onto 
him. Ash hugged tight, terrified to let him go, 
knowing that it would be okay now. Matthew knew 
the truth and he didn’t leave. No matter what 
happened now they would be okay. 

RK 
David arrived home after work to a dark 


house. He called out for Jason but didn’t get an 


answer. It wasn't until David stood at the bottom of 
the stairs that Jason even acknowledged him. 
“What? Sorry?” Jason asked. 

“How long have you been sitting down here 

in the dark?" David said. He switched on a lamp; 
Jason pulled away squinting. 

“I came down here after lunch to watch some 

TV.” He glanced at the dark set. 

“After lunch? Jase, it's almost eight.” 

“Is it?" Jason replied. "I didn't notice.” 

“Jason, you're scaring me.” David’s words 

were slow. “I think you need to see someone." 

“For what?" Jason asked. “I’m fine. There is 
nothing wrong with me.” 

David didn’t respond. He finished turning the 

lights on, then joined Jason on the couch. “Jason. 
You've been home for almost three weeks, and you 
haven't done anything. You don't interact with 
anyone. You haven’t even spoken to your brother 


or your mother since they met us at the airport. The 


guys at the station want to come by. The kids don't 
understand why their Uncle Jason won't play with 
them, and | can't figure out why my husband won't 
even kiss me, let alone come and sleep in our bed. 
You haven’t even breathed a word about 
Christmas even though it’s a week and a half away. 
I'm not going to pretend to understand what you 
went through over there, but I can't help you if you 
won't talk to me.” 

David watched as silent tears tracked down 

his husband’s face. 

“I'm sorry,” Jason said after a long silence. 

“I'm so afraid.” 

“Of what Jason?” 

Jason shrugged again. “That this is alla 

dream. That I'm going to hurt the kids, hurt my 
family. That you're going to leave me.” 

David stopped Jason. “I'm not going to leave 

you.” 


Jason shook his head. “You can't promise 


that.” 

“Yes, | can.” 

“No, you can't.” 

“Why do you think I'll leave you?” 

“I had sex with Ash.” 

David felt like someone had sucker punched 

him. He felt angry and hurt. He pushed the feelings 
to the side. He knew he had no right to be angry 
with him. As much as he wanted to scream and yell 
and make Jason feel guilty, he didn't. Instead he 
muttered, “When?” 

“Night before we got rescued. Then again in 

the hospital before you and Matthew got there,” 
Jason admitted. 

“Why?” 

Jason shook his head. “We thought we were 

going to die there. We thought we were never 
going to get rescued. Then in the hospital it was to 
confirm we were both alive, to say thank you.” 


“Do you love him?” 


“I'm in love with you.” 

“You didn't answer my question.” 

“I love him, but I'm not in love with him. | 

don't want to spend the rest of my life with him, 
and what | feel is not worth losing you over,” 
Jason said. More tears leaked out and tracked 
down his face. “I won't blame you if you want me 
to leave.” 

Tears streamed down David's face as well. 

He brushed them away. “I don't want to leave 
you,” he said. “I can’t leave you over something | 
did myself.” 

“What?” Jason looked up at him, the look of 

pain and anger that he gave him breaking David's 
heart. “You slept with someone else? While | was 
missing?” 

David nodded. “Yes.” 

“Who?” 

“Carole.” 


Jason jerked away from him. “You slept with 


your ex-wife?” he shouted. “How long has that 
been going on, David? Since we’ve been 
together?” 

“It’s not like that,” he begged, but Jason stood 

up and started walking away. “Jason. Stop and 
listen to me.” 

“Why should I?” Jason shot back. “I’ve been 
fretting for over a month telling you about Ash, and 
you just casually drop that you’ve been fucking 
your ex-wife. No wonder you let me go to Craig’s 
last week. Bet you were banging her the whole 
time | was gone.” 

“That’s enough,” David said firmly. He knew 

he’d changed into cop mode, but at this point in 
time he didn’t care. “You need to step outside of 
whatever the bullshit that is going on in your head 
and listen to me.” 

“Fuck you.” 

“No, fuck you. It’s been five weeks since 


you've been rescued. You don’t sleep, you barely 


eat. You certainly don’t talk to me. What have you 
done but mope around and be all poor, pitiful me, 
poor Jason? You need to deal with whatever the 
fuck happened over there.” 

David expected a verbal assault, but he 

wasn’t expecting a physical one. The vicious slap 
that Jason landed on his face hurt like a mother and 
stunned him enough that when he recovered Jason 
had fled upstairs. 

He followed him, hearing the door to their 
bedroom closet swing open. Oh please God, no. 
He rushed in there to find Jason with an open gun 
Safe. 

“Jason, stop. Put your hands where | can see 
them,” David said. He used his soft commanding 
voice. Jason had already extracted a 9mm Glock 
from the safe. He knew they never kept any of the 
guns loaded. They kept a separate lock box for the 
ammunition inside. 


Jason held up his hands. The trigger lock on 


the gun was missing. David couldn’t tell if the gun 
was loaded or not. Blood pounded in his ears. No, 
not again, he couldn’t deal with this again. Not 
another person he loved trying to commit suicide. 
“I can’t do this anymore, David. | can’t keep 
pretending everything is okay when it’s not, and it 
never will be again.” 

“Jason, we can get you help. You don’t have 

to do any of this alone anymore,” David replied. 
“Give me the gun.” 

“No.” 

David reached into his pocket. It only took a 

few clicks to activate the emergency button. 
“Jason, hand me the gun. You don’t want to kill 
yourself.” 

“| don’t know what I want anymore.” Tears 
streamed down Jason’s face. 

David took a couple of steps towards Jason. 

His police training screamed at him to stay back, 


secure the gun first, but his heart knew it wasn’t 


loaded. 

“We can figure it out together, baby,” David 
promised. He inched closer and when he held out 
his hand Jason gave him the weapon before he 
dropped to the floor sobbing. David cleared the 
gun, no ammunition inside. He let out the breath he 
had been holding, thank God. 

“I’m sorry, David, I’m so sorry,” Jason 

sobbed. 

“I’m sorry too,” David replied. He sat on the 

floor next to Jason holding him close to him. He 
knew that by now dispatch would have traced his 
call and known exactly who was calling them and 
why. He knew Jason would hate him even more for 
this, but he needed help, even if he didn’t want to 
admit he did. 

“Why did you have sex with Carole?” Jason 
mumbled into his shoulder. 

“I thought you were dead, Jason,” he replied. 


He stroked Jason’s still too-long hair. “You were 


MIA and they had called off the search. Our kids 
couldn’t understand why Uncle Jason didn’t come 
home. | couldn’t stand the thought of never seeing 
you again, never being with you again. | couldn’t 
deal with the idea that you were dead.” 

“Do you want to go back to her?” 

“What? No. Never! Some part of me might 

always love Carole, she’s the mother of my 
children but we don’t work together. We never 
did. Carole and | are so much better with you in 
the picture, Jason, than we ever were alone. It just 
happened once, it was a mistake, and we both 
knew it immediately.” 

David heard a car’s tires on the snow in the 
driveway. At least they were not coming in with 
sirens and guns blazing. 

“Being with Ash wasn’t a mistake,” Jason 
whispered. 

“I know. It’s okay, Jason. We’ll work this 


out. We’ll work all of this out,” he promised. 


“Do you hate me?” 

“Never.” David held Jason close to him. 

Jason cried, those earth-wracking sobs that 
someone cried when they were on the edge of 
losing everything. He heard boots in the hallway. 
Jason however didn’t notice through his tears. 
Monica poked her head with professional 
precision around the doorframe and relief flooded 
David’s system. He had never been more grateful 
in his life to see his boss. Her entire body tensed 
as she looked at David. He mouthed, “Clear.” 
Monica relaxed and re-holstered her weapon. She 
disappeared for a moment, telling dispatch they 
were clear before she re-entered the bedroom. 
Monica sat on the bed, her eagle eyes 

assessing the situation. It took a few minutes, but 
Jason finally looked up and noticed her. 

“What are you doing here?” Jason asked. He 
wiped his nose with the sleeve of his shirt. “You 


should be off shift.” 


“I was just heading home when | heard the 

call come in,” Monica replied. 

“Call?” Jason looked over at David, his eyes 
flashing. “You called 911?” 

“Don't 

be 

mad 

at 

David,” 

Monica 

interrupted. “Jason, you picked up a weapon when 
you were distraught and emotional. That is one 
thing as police officers we are taught to never, 
ever do. David is just worried about you. We all 
are.” 

“I’m fine.” Jason sat against the wall, drew 

his knees up and rested his arms on them, looking 
down at the floor. 

“Fine is what we say to people to get them to 


stop asking so we don’t reveal how we really 


feel,” Monica corrected. 

Jason nodded. 

“You need help, Jason,” Monica continued. 

“Real help. There’s a doctor in Moncton who 
specializes in military PTSD. If you go now he'll 
be able to see you tonight.” 

Jason looked up at her. “I can’t go tonight. 

The kids’ Christmas concert is tomorrow. | 
promised | would be there.” 

“Jason, you go tonight, or the career you've 
known as a police officer is over. You go tonight, 
or you’re going to lose not only the kids but David 
as well.” Monica laid out her ultimatum. 

“I can’t,” Jason replied. 

“Please,” David whispered to Jason. “Please, 

I’m asking you as your best friend, as your lover, 
as your husband. Please go tonight.” David had 
spoken to Monica about his concerns. He had no 
idea that she had set something up for him. He 


would forever appreciate that she had though. 


The look Jason gave him almost broke him, 

but in the end Jason nodded. “All right, l'II go.” 
Everything happened in bit of a whirl. 

Monica called in one of the boys to drive Jason 
down in a cruiser. Jason sat with Monica in the 
kitchen, talking while David packed a bag for him. 
David avoided him, unable to deal with his own 
feelings until Yannick arrived to take Jason to 
Moncton. 

He gave the bag to Yannick to put in the back 
then he turned to Jason. His tears had dried up, but 
his eyes were still rimmed red, his face blotchy 
from crying 

“I’m sorry, David,” he whispered. 

David pulled him into a tight hug. 

“I’m so sorry. | don’t know what I can do to 

make this better.” 

“| don’t know either,” David admitted. 

“We'll figure this out together okay?” 


Jason nodded into his shoulder. “Together?” 


“Yeah.” 

“Will you still be here when I get back?” 

Jason mumbled. 

“I’m not going anywhere, Jason,” he 

promised. “No matter what, you’re stuck with me, 
Okay?” 

“Okay.” Jason pulled away and wiped his 
renewed tears. He bent his head enough to meet 
David's lips. They kissed very softly before he 
pulled away. “I love you.” 

“I love you too,” David replied. He fought 

back tears as Yannick helped Jason out to the 
cruiser. It wasn’t until Jason left that David 
allowed himself to cry and pray it wasn’t too late 
for them. 

The End 

Jason and David's story continues in: 

Special Investigations 

Jason McCarthy knows he’s broken. He 


struggles with invisible men in his sleep and can’t 


seem to make sense of the demon he battles. He 
has four constants in his life: his husband David, 
his best friends Ash and Craig, and his job. His 
first day back on patrol he’s handed a case that 
divides the tiny community he calls home. Feeling 
like an outsider in his own life, Jason has to be the 
lone voice for a victim of a horrible crime and 
fight for what he believes is right. When the battle 
turns personal, Jason might lose it all in the quest 
for justice. 

Look for Craig’s story: 

Positive Attraction 

If you were rejected every time you 

disclosed your HIV status, would you? 

Craig Anderson is HIV positive, a fact he’s 

spent a year coming to terms with. When sexy pilot 
Gavin Moore walks into his life, Craig is scared. 
For the first time in his life he’s met a man he 
could have a serious long-term relationship with. 


He fears the second he tells Gavin the truth, he'll 


be gone. When Gavin finally pushes their 
relationship to the next level, it forces Craig’s 
hand. Will Gavin stay, or will Craig’s revelations 
be too much for him to handle? 
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